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Foreword

The Army and Its Air Corps was James P. Tate’s doctoral disser-
tation at Indiana University in 1976. During the past 22 years,
Tate’s remarkable work has gained wide acceptance among schol-
ars for its authoritative and well-documented treatment of the for-
mative years of what eventually became the United States Air Force.

Thoroughly researched but bearing its scholarship lightly, Tate's
narrative moves swiftly as it describes the ambitions, the frustra-
tions, and the excruciatingly slow march to final success that never
deterred the early airmen. ,

The Army and Its Air Corps is one in a series of airpower history
classics that the Air University Press is pleased to bring before a
wider audience.
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ROBERT B. LANE
Director
Air University Press
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Chapter 1

The Return to Peace:
Visionaries and Realists

I guess we considered ourselves a different breed of cat, right in
the beginning. We flew through the air and the other people
walked on the ground; it was as simple as that!

—Gen Carl A. Spaatz

The development of the Army Air Corps was a history of struggle
and compromise between realists and visionaries, in which neither
side was always fair or even wise. The adherents of both looked as
best they could to the security of their country. The airmen of the
First World War who carried their heady ideas into the years after
1918, were dashing, romantic, and heroic. They were challenging
the future; they had wings and could soar; they had no patience
with any hesitation their countrymen might have had about the air-
plane as the mainstay of America’s defense. The young visionaries
wanted to see the country airborne. The years after the Great War,
however, were hard years for the United States Army (USA) and
even for the Navy, and not everyone shared the dreams of the flyers.
The leadership of the Army and Navy lived with ever dwindling
appropriations from Congress and was responsible for America’s
defense on land and sea as well as in the air. Of what avail, said the
generals and admirals, was defense of the country only in the air?

The problem of money for the Army and Navy had arisen almost
with the very end of the war. Only hours after the guns had fallen
silent, while cheering crowds were filling the boulevards of Paris,
Edward R. Stettinius, who was in France representing the United
States on the Inter-Allied Munitions Council, read a cablegram from
the War Department instructing him to “cut down expenses as
rapidly as possible.”l At Chaumont, France, headquarters of the
American Expeditionary Force (AEF), a War Department cable
informed Gen. John J. Pershing that “all draft calls and special
inductions into the service have been canceled,” and that “Sunday
work and overtime work in production for the Army, Navy, and
shipping contracts have been stopped.”2

America had enthusiastically sent men to war at a rate of over
250,000 a month and was about to show its willingness to pursue
peace with equal enthusiasm.3 The problem would be how much
money to spend on national defense. Could Americans return to
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THE ARMY AND ITS AIR CORPS

their peacetime tradition of ignoring military questions except those
related to the defense of the national borders? Or had the responsi-
bilities of world power along with technological advances in the war,
particularly the introduction of the airplane, so changed the world
military balance as to demand a change in the cost of defense—
perhaps by expenditure of several hundred millions of dollars to
acquire the newest airplanes and to train men to fly them?

During the next years, indeed the next two decades, almost until
the United States prepared to enter the Second World War, much of
the debate on peacetime priorities would center on airpower, its def-
inition, and its effect on military policy. In the postwar American
army, where money was short, and during the Depression, desper-
ately short, the question of technological change and combat readi-
ness came to revolve around expenditures demanded by propo-
nents of airpower—for the airplane was the most revolutionary
weapon of the new military technology.

While there was differing opinion as to where the airplane should
fit in peacetime military policy, realists and visionaries typified the
positions in the controversy. The visionaries dealt with what they
sensed to be the future; the realists dealt with what they knew to be
the present.

In the grand argument of what to do about technological
change—or what to do about airpower—Brig Gen William “Billy”
Mitchell was of course the leading visionary. During the war,
Mitchell had seen an awesome potential for airpower as distinct
from land and sea power, but the war ended before he could demon-
strate it. The airplane had excelled at patrol, reconnaissance, and
artillery directing. There had been epic “dog fights” with German
pursuit formations, and the exploits of Edward V. “Eddie”
Rickenbacker, Raoul Lufbery, and other American aces captured
the imagination of young men for years to come. The record in inde-
pendent operations of the sort Mitchell envisioned as the essence of
airpower was unimpressive. By the end of the war, the pilots of the
Air Service dropped only 138 tons of bombs; their deepest penetra-
tion of enemy territory had been 160 miles.4 There were plans for
strategic bombing units in the Air Service, a long-range inter-Allied
bombing force, and even an airborne operation dropping para-
troopers behind German lines. None of these plans had been car-
ried out.5

Years later, Mitchell's friend and follower, Henry H. “Hap” Arnold,
reflected on Mitchell's frustration. “In a sense,” he wrote, “for Billy,
the Armistice was an untimely interruption—as if the whistle had
ended the game just as he was about to go over the goal line.”6 But
Mitchell was not to be deterred. Lacking proof for the potential of
alrpower in war, he offered his vision as testimony and his good
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faith as guarantee of the truth of his argument. Having revealed the
truth about airpower, he became increasingly impatient with those
who would compromise that truth. In his mind, he was “righter
than hell and he knew it, and whoever wasn’'t with him a hundred
percent was against him.”7 As his battle for airpower intensified, he
came to consider those who opposed him as stupid or immoral. In
the case of antagonists in the Army bureaucracy, he suspected the
latter. They feared innovation, he contended, because it might cur-
tail “their ancient prerogatives, privileges, and authority.” Mitchell
never admitted that the austerities of peace were as much to blame
for blocking the development of airpower as any conspiracy of admi-
rals and old-fashioned generals. He was a prophet absolutely sure
of his truth. This self-confident, self-righteous attitude was perhaps
Mitchell's chief legacy to the Air Corps. It intensified the partisan
aspect of the airpower controversy, conditioning his followers and
those they would later indoctrinate never to be satisfied with any-
thing short of independence from the Army.8 :
Mitchell's first antagonist after he returned from France proved
to be Secretary of War Newton D. Baker, a moderate on the aviation
issue, who saw himself as a realist with a healthy civilian perspec-
tive toward military affairs. A thin wisp of a man in his early forties,
with a “whimsical eye” and quick step, Baker had become a famil-
iar sight in the tiled halls of the old State, War, and Navy Building,
but—and one might suspect he wanted it that way—he never quite
seemed to fit the surroundings.9 Secretary of the Treasury William
G. McAdoo wrote of him:

Baker used to sit at his desk at the War Department with one leg curled up
under him on the cushion of his chair. On his desk there was always a fresh
pansy, and he continually smoked a pipe. A small man physically, Baker
looked boyish in the company of the tall and bulky generals who were usually
around him.10

A civilian’s civilian, Baker saw the military as a necessity, but he
had no awe of people in uniform, no romantic feelings toward them,
and no dreams of glory. Before he came to Washington in 1916, his
closest brush with military service had been during the Spanish-
American War when he volunteered but was rejected because of
poor eyesight.11 On the day President Woodrow Wilson announced
Baker's appointment as secretary of war, he admitted his ignorance
of military matters. “I am an innocent,” he told reporters, “I do not
know anything about this job.” But he had a sharp, analytical mind
and considerable skill at administration. He quickly learned the job,
and as he had pointed out to the reporters on that first day, he was
unencumbered with “obsessions or prejudices about policies.”12
During his term in office, he became reasonably informed in mili-
tary matters but not expert. For decisions of policy, he remained

3



THE ARMY AND ITS AIR CORPS

reliant upon his military advisers but exerted his powers of logic
and his understanding of human nature from the perspective of his
military innocence.13

Baker understood the airmen'’s frustration. “We were dealing with
a miracle,” he explained in 1919. “The airplane itself was too won-
derful and too new, too positive a denial of previous experience to
brook the application of any prudential restraints which wise peo-
ple know to apply to ordinary industrial and military develop-
ments.”14 The young men closest to the miracle were awed by it,
taken in by the “desperate, daredevil, hazardous” experience of pio-
neering in flight. Even before their exhilarating work in the First
World War, he had seen in them a “disposition to chafe at the
restraint and discipline which was made for more normal kinds of
service, feeling that they were not adapted to the regulation and
restrictions of men who were not engaged in so unusual an occu-
pation.”15

During the war, as Baker well understood, the War Department
had contributed to the elitist attitude of the airmen. Flyers were
selected by a careful process for what was considered the most per-
ilous duty in the military. “You scour the United States and get
5,000 of the most daring youths you can possibly find,” Baker
pointed out to congressmen questioning alleged prejudice against
the Air Service within the Army:

You train them in almost nursery methods. A man is trained a certain way,
and the doctors examine his nerves; they make a prima donna of him, and he
has a prima donna’s job to do. They are a very highly specialized and a most
carefully selected crowd of men. You send them out into the Army: or you send
them anywhere; they have a class feeling; a feeling of superiority, which is a
thing altogether natural. They can not help feeling it.16

But Baker knew that in the final analysis victory went to the men
on the ground, even though it was tempting for the airman, high
above the mud and grime that infantrymen lived in, to feel he could
accomplish more than the foot soldier could and do it faster.

The flyers themselves seemed to verify Baker’s analysis, as Gen
Carl A. “Tooey” Spaatz observed many years later when he said they
considered themselves a different breed of cat.!? And the most
unique cat of all was Billy Mitchell, the man who was to become the
air enthusiasts’ spokesman. In France he had been the Prince of the
Alr, holding court in his headquarters at Souilly. Wearing a distinc-
tive, nonregulation uniform and speeding through the French coun-
tryside in a Mercedes, allegedly the fastest car in France, he was
almost the caricature of an airman.18 General Pershing, looking for
an airman with leadership qualities, put up with Mitchell while the
AEF was in France. After the war, Mitchell's flamboyance and that
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of his followers irritated conservative Army brass. To them it
appeared that airmen needed discipline rather than independence.

Baker agreed with his commanders that the airmen deserved
some sort of comeuppance, but not because the airmen themselves
had irritated him. “The art itself,” he wrote in his annual report in
1919, “is so new and so fascinating, and the men in it have so taken
on the character of supermen, that it is difficult to reason coldly,
and perhaps dangerous to attempt any limitation upon the future
based even upon the most favorable view of present attainments.”
Nevertheless, he felt that one must reason coldly and that the air-
men'’s perspectives were narrow and their “youthful” exuberance
needed supervision. Aerial bombing of military targets had not as
yet proved effective. “Back areas and inland cities,” the kinds of tar-
gets that strategic bombing would likely be directed against,
“should plainly be excluded upon the most elemental ethical and
humanitarian grounds.” He mentioned the airplane’s high cost, its
fragile nature, and its vulnerability to antiaircraft artillery—the
technology of which also was advancing very rapidly. He concluded
that aviation’s young supermen should not be given their head, that
“the time has not come to set up an independent department of the
air,” and that “as yet, the infantry is the backbone of military effort,
and all other arms on land, on the sea, and in the air, are mere aids
to its advance and protection to it while it is performing its func-
tions of advance and occupation.”19

The caution in Baker's attitude was typical of most War
Department leaders in the years following the First World War. Their
sense of responsibility for a practical military policy made them
wary of proposals that would put too much of the defense estab-
lishment's resources into the development of airpower. There would
be no hedge against changing circumstances. Since they had to be
concerned with the worst, as well as the best possible outcome of
their decision, they could not accept such risk.20

The Uncertainty of Its Future

It was hardly surprising that Mitchell was not chosen as postwar '
leader of the Air Service, though he was undoubtedly the choice of
many airmen who had served with him in France and of some who
had not. Hap Arnold claimed that on an inspection trip in France
shortly after the Armistice he had asked Mitchell to get the appoint-
ment by using his influence with General Pershing. Arnold had
spent the war in Washington. To fight postwar battles for funds,
Arnold concluded that the “Air Service needed Billy home fast.”
Although Mitchell’s first reaction to Arnold’s suggestion was a firm
“No,” he soon changed his mind and returned to Washington as
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rapidly as possible.21 It was to no avail. He received the subordinate
post of director of military aeronautics, while Maj Gen Charles T.
Menoher, known as a strict disciplinarian, was appointed director of
the Air Service.

Menoher was a good choice. A classmate of Pershing at West
Point and a veteran of 31 years, he was perhaps proudest of his
record as commander of the 42d (Rainbow) Division from Chiteau-
Thierry to the conclusion of the Meuse-Argonne offensive. “The divi-
sion was not out of the sound of German guns for nine months,” he
told the Frear Committee after the war, “and for 188 days of that
time we were in contact with the enemy."22 Years later, Gen Douglas
MacArthur, who served under Menoher in the Rainbow Division,
remembered him as “an able officer, an efficient administrator. . . .
He preferred to supervise operations from his command headquar-
ters, where he could keep in constant touch with the corps and
army, relying upon me to handle the battle line."23 Taking into
account MacArthur’s vanity, it is probably safe to conclude that
Menoher was indeed an efficient administrator. That was also the
opinion of Father Francis P. Duffy, the well-known chaplain of
Menoher's division: “If he were not [in] uniform he would impress
one as a successful businessman—one of the kind that can carry
responsibility, give orders affecting large affairs with calmness and
certainty, and still find time to be human. He is entirely devoid of

- posing, of vanity, or of jealousy. His only desire is to see results.”24
On most Air Service issues Menoher represented the point of view
of the War Department and the General Staff. Wartime experience
had convinced him that the air arm should support ground forces.
During the Aisne-Marne campaign he had seen his division’s
progress measurably slowed by lack of support from the air. After
the battle his headquarters commented, “The fact that the enemy
had practically complete control of the air not only prevented our
troops from receiving adequate information but enabled the enemy
to adopt a very aggressive attitude in the way of firing on our troops
with machine guns and bombs.”25

The radical airmen resented Menoher. In the words of Arnold,
“Our Chief, General Menoher, was not only unable and wholly
unwilling to cope with Mitchell's ideas, but he could not handle Billy
Mitchell. Also to make matters worse, he did not fly much.”26

Given the attitudes of Secretary Baker and the officers of the
General Staff, there did not seem to be much that the airmen could
do to promote their cause. In the spring of 1919 Pershing, still in
France with the AEF, appointed Maj Gen Joseph T. Dickman to
head a board of superior officers to determine the lessons from
American participation in the war. Considered by the “Old Army” as
a scholarly soldier, Dickman had read deeply on military subjects
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and had been an instructor at several service schools.27 Among
other members of the board were Maj Gen John L. Hines, Maj Gen
William Lassiter, and Brig Gen Hugh A. Drum, all of whom would
become participants in the airpower controversy of years to come.
In its report the board reflected the opinion of the Army’s leadership
that future wars between great powers would be fought and decid-
ed by mass armies on the ground. They found nothing to indicate
that “aerial activities can be carried on, independently of ground
troops, to such an extent as to materially affect the conduct of the
war as a whole.” They unanimously agreed that the lesson of the
war was that “unity of command is absolutely vital’—aviation, like
the cavalry and the artillery, must remain an auxiliary, subject to
authority of the principal arm, the infantry. “For the present,” the
report concluded, “all questions of air tactics, air strategy and the
employment of aviation must be governed by the well-known and
established principles of military art. Superior officers must be so
thoroughly well-grounded in the fundamentals of war that this
important auxiliary will be used always in pursuance of the para-
mount object.” The Dickman Board recognized that aviation tech-
nology might change their conclusions, particularly if a large num-
ber of Americans became “air-faring.” But the great cost of building
a large air force could be justified only after aviation had proved
itself. “If it becomes possible to use in war only aerial forces, the
matter of expense is not a paramount question,” the board conced-
ed, “but if on the other hand, it is necessary to maintain ground and
water forces for war, then the expense of aerial forces must be con-
sidered and the aviation must bear its proper relation to the other
forces.”28 o

While the Dickman Board was deliberating, the Air Service was
rapidly being reduced. Of the approximately 20,000 officers
assigned to the Air Service during the war, in 1919 only 220 regu-
lar officers remained detailed from other branches of the Army for
temporary duty in aviation. Of the alleged billion-dollar aircraft
industry created to support the war, 90 percent had been liquidat-
ed by mid-1919. With neither Army contracts nor a developed com-
mercial market to support it, the remainder seemed destined to dis-
- appear. Even legislative authorization for the Air Service’s existence
was temporary, due to expire at the end of June 1920. Menoher in
his report for the fiscal year from 1 July to 30 June 1920 summed
up the situation: “The Air Service during the year has suffered from
the uncertainty of its future.”29

Congress, meanwhile, determined to make its own study of the
American experience in the war. During the conflict, it had observed
the traditional moratorium on politics and acquiesced in military
policies of the executive. After the Armistice, the bars came down;
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and Congress, under control of the Republican Party as a result of
the elections of 1918, began a critical investigation of the conduct
of the war by the Democratic administration of President Wilson. A
select committee on expenditures in the War Department probed
the hastily improvised mobilization. One of its subcommittees
chaired by Rep. James A. Frear (R-Wisc.) investigated aviation. The
subcommittee concentrated on aircraft production. After taking
nearly 4,000 pages of testimony, it divided along party lines, the
Republican majority declaring the aircraft program a “striking fail-
ure,” while the Democratic minority emphasized “worthy” accom-
plishments of the Air Service. Both majority and minority reports
concluded that agencies dealing with aviation should be reorga-
nized, but differed in changes recommended. Noting that “practi-
cally every witness examined on the subject of the future of the
American Air Service united in a plea for separate independent con-
trol,” the majority report favored a separate department of aero-
nautics to control and coordinate government activities in avia-
tion.30 The minority report rejected a separate department but did
call for a “separate Air Service, with authority to coordinate experi-
mentation, purchase, and production.” This would be a strictly
civilian agency. Military aviation would remain under the War and
Navy departments. Paralleling the conclusion of the Dickman
Board, the minority report emphasized “unity of command” and
concluded that “military aviation never can be anything other than
simply an arm of the military organization and should not be a sep-
arate department.”31

During the Frear hearings, Menoher gave his opinion on why he
believed officers like Mitchell were agitating for a separate Air
Service. Said he, “I think a good deal of the support of the separate
Air Service plan is born of dissatisfaction. There has been a good
deal of disappointment at not getting promotion, and some of it is
due to a desire for more rapid advancement in the future.”
Identifying himself with the War Department leadership, he
remarked, “We are not as temperamental as they seem to be."32

Maj Benjamin D. Foulois had accompanied Menoher to the com-
mittee hearing, and as soon as the general finished his testimony,
Foulois asked to make a statement. Stung by Menoher's remarks,
Foulois explained that flying men like himself had invaluable expe-
rience in aviation upon which to base their opinions. “In France,” he
said, “while I was still brigadier general I made my expressions of
opinion without fear of demotion or anything else. . . . General
Menoher’s remarks did not apply to me, because I think he knows
now of my record, and his remarks as regards promotion, I think,
he did not mean to apply to me.” Admitting there were “a great
many officers who think of nothing but promotion,” Major Foulois,
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who was soon to develop a reputation of being a firebrand, said, I
honestly hope that when the question of a separate air service
comes up the flying men, who risked their lives for years and years
in this manner, will have a right to talk and have a right to get up
and express their opiniens.” His anger increasing, he continued, “I
am prepared at any time to sit down and give my opinion as based
on 21 years’ service in the Army and 11 years in Aviation Service,
that the General Staff in the last five or six years can not point to
one instance of a General Staff Officer who has had anything con-
structive to do with the development of aviation today."33

Years later Foulois reflected on the touchy subject of rank in those
days immediately following the First World War when many officers
like himself were demoted. “The reduction,” he wrote, “would not
have been so hard to take if it had been universal, but it wasn't.
Those high-ranking officers that March [Gen Peyton C. March, Army
chief of staff in 1919] liked kept their ranks, and they, in turn,
allowed their friends and favored subordinates to keep theirs.”34 It
was galling to Foulois that Mitchell, whom Foulois disliked intense-
ly, was allowed to keep his star as a brigadier general. It is likely that
Foulois and Menoher would have agreed that Mitchell's agitation for
a separate air service was moved by ambition.

The Menoher-Foulois exchange had occurred on 7 August 1919
and possibly was prompted by the congressional debate about to
begin over proposals to create an air department. The previous
week Rep. Charles F. Curry (R-Calif.) and Sen. Harry S. New (R-
Ind.) had submitted bills, apparently in response to the recommen-
dations of the American Aircraft Commission which had issued a
report on 19 July. This group, better known as the Crowell
Commission after its chairman, Assistant Secretary of War Benedict
Crowell, had been appointed by Baker in May 1919 to survey avia-
tion in Europe. Composed of representatives of the industry, as well
as officers from aviation branches of the Army and Navy, the com-
mission went to Europe and interviewed aviation leaders in Italy,
France, and Great Britain. It unanimously recommended a depart-
ment of aeronautics. Among its recommendations was a separate
air academy similar to West Point and Annapolis.

Baker praised the commission for the thoroughness of its inves-
tigation but said it had “gone too far in suggesting a single central-
ized air service.”35 He did not suppress the report nor did he pre-
vent Crowell from testifying before Congress in support of a sepa- -
rate department of air. He did set out an official War Department
position on the commission’s recommendations after the New and
Curry bills appeared in Congress.36

On 8 August 1919, the day after Menoher’s appearance before the
Frear Committee hearings, Baker called on him to convene a board
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of general officers to report on the congressional proposals. Like
Menoher, the other board members—Maj Gen William G. Haan, Maj
Gen Frank W. Coe, and Maj Gen William J. Snow—were all artillery
officers by training and experience. They met at frequent intervals
from 12 August 1919 until 27 October 1919, when they submitted
their report to the chief of staff. They examined reports of previous
boards and commissions; heard testimony; and most important,
conducted a telegraphic survey of the opinions of important division,
corps, and Army commanders who actually took part in combat
using aircraft as part of their commands. The Menoher Board duti-
fully appended to its report “letters from military aviators advocating
a separate department . . . sent to the board by order of Brig Gen
William Mitchell, Air Service, United States Army, who is, himself,
an advocate of a separate aeronautical department coordinate with
the Army and Navy."37 Later describing the process, Menoher said,
“We spent two months studying that question and arrived at our
conclusions only after very considerable deliberation.”38

The Menoher Board reaffirmed the principle of unity of com-
mand. “There should not be created any military air force indepen-
dent of Army and Navy control.” Board members were convinced the
air arm could not win wars and to separate it from Army control
would reduce the effectiveness of the Army, which could win wars.
The argument that an independent air arm would develop more
rapidly in peacetime and still be available for assignment to a uni-
fled command in wartime was not acceptable. Military forces that
fight together should train together. They pointed out that the great-
est deficiency of the American air force in the AEF was that it had
not been trained with the other combat branches of the Army. To
correct the deficiency, the “air force must be controlled in the same
way, understand the same discipline, and act in accordance with
the Army command under precisely the same conditions as do the
other branches."39

Like the Dickman Board, Menocher's group emphasized the cost
of an air force. Because of the “short life of aircraft and the great
cost of production and maintenance,” they argued that “no nation
can in time of peace maintain military air fleets even approximating
in size such as will be necessary in time of war.” They did not men-
tion directly, as had the Dickman Board, that the budget for avia-
tion must be in balance with the rest of the Army, but did suggest
that if emphasis was to be on aviation, Congress should make “large
annual appropriations guaranteed over a period of not less than 10
years for the stimulation of commercial aeronautics.” If an emer-
gency should arise, it would be a “comparatively simple proposition”
to divert production from commercial to military aircraft and select
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and train military aviators from the “great reservoir of commercial
aviators,” a healthy aviation industry would provide.40

Agitation for a separate department of aeronautics, according to
the Menoher Board, came for the most part from the Air Service of
the Army. The board asserted that the three most important rea-
sons for dissatisfaction in the Air Service were the belief among air
officers that an independent air force was essential in war, worry of
air officers that no future existed for them in the Air Service as long
as it remained part of the Army, and concern that “a military air
force suitable to our position in the world” would not develop if
Americans continued to regard aviation as an Army auxiliary. The
board considered the first grievance a matter of doctrine on which
it could not compromise. The other two grievances could be allevi-
ated by providing permanency of commission for officers in the Air
Service, suitable organization for the Air Service within the Army,
and provision for air officers to receive the same opportunity as offi-
cers from other branches to attend service schools and be on the
General Staff.41

Aviators were angrily critical of both the conclusions of the
Menoher Board and the manner of its inquiry. Major Foulois
charged that of 50 officers queried in the board’s telegraphic survey,
only four were Air Service officers, and that of these four, “only two
are practical flying officers.” He asserted that 20 flying officers who
appeared to testify were not given time to present their case. All 20
were examined, he estimated, in three and a half hours.42 Mitchell
appeared before the Menoher Board early in its investigation on 14
August 1919, and afterward wrote the following:

There was nothing in this meeting to indicate that the minds of the board were
not conclusively made up ahead of time, almost to the extent of having been
instructed to render a report against the bill. . . . The whole hearing impressed
on me more than ever that, under the control of the Army, it will be impossi-
ble to develop an Air Service.43 ’

If not true, Mitchell’s suggestion that the Menoher Board had
been instructed to report against the New and Curry bills was at
least plausible. Baker's opposition to separating the Air Service
from Army control was well established. He had expressed disap-
proval of findings of the Crowell Commission, and the generals of
the Menoher Board must have understood, even if not told, that
contrary findings would not meet the wishes of the secretary of
war.44

Almost as if they had anticipated the airmen’s charges, the gen-
erals of the board suggested in their report that military aviators
who disagreed with the board's conclusions were likely suffering
from “limitations of vision regarding the great problems of the
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combination of all arms to accomplish decisive results.”45 The air-
men’s perspectives were too narrow.

The Menoher Board had been charged with studying the aviation
problem so as to develop War Department policy regarding aviation.
By implication that meant a practical policy acceptable to the Army
leadership. This the board did. Adding structure to the Dickman
Board report, the Menoher Board report was for its time the most
complete statement of the War Department position toward the air-
plane.

Armed with findings of the Menoher Board, Secretary Baker,
Chief of Staff March, Pershing, and other Army leaders challenged
the Air Service radicals in congressional hearings conducted on the
New and Curry bills. Arrayed against the Army leadership were
such men as Mitchell, Foulois, and Arnold, aided and abetted by
Assistant Secretary Crowell and none other than the chairman of
the investigating committee for the House of Representatives, Rep.
Fiorello H. La Guardia (R-N.Y.). As a major in the Air Service during
the war, La Guardia had commanded a bomber squadron on the
Italian front.

During the hearings, the points of the airmen’s argument
emerged. The flyers argued that there were military missions for the
air arm independent of the surface forces; that the airplane had an
almost unlimited potential as a weapon; that the full power of the
airplane could be reached only by an air arm controlled by men with
knowledge and interest in aviation; that the leadership of the Army,
especially the General Staff, lacked interest and knowledge in avia-
tion and had subordinated the needs of the air arm to those of other
combat arms; that a separate air service would prevent expensive
duplication by concentrating the government's aviation activities
under central control; that such an independent air service had
been successful in Britain; and finally, that development of aviation
under an independent air service would provide support, direction,
and encouragement for the country’s aviation industry which
depended so heavily upon the military market. The best way to take
advantage of the new technology in aviation was to create a new mil-
itary organization.46

General Pershing’s testimony seemingly supported some of the
Air Service pilots’ demands when he stated that aviation was bound
to be an element of increasing importance in warfare and that
America should not be allowed to lag behind other countries.
Menoher, upset by the way newspapers were interpreting the testi-
mony, asked Pershing if he would “correct this interpretation of his
views” and make the War Department's position very clear in its
opposition to aviators’ demands for a separate organization.47
Pershing responded that although the Air Service was essential in
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any future war, particularly for reconnaissance and artillery sup-
port, it could never win a war independent of ground forces. He
agreed with air enthusiasts that the Air Service should be a sepa-
rate arm, but it must remain within the Army, like the infantry, cav-
alry, and artillery. In view of the later Mitchell controversy, one of
his statements to Menoher was significant: “If success is to be
expected, the military air force must be controlled in the same way,
understand the same discipline, and act in accordance with the
Army command under the same conditions as'other combat
arms.”48

The War Department’s opposition to the airmen rested on the
idea that the aviation technology was still in an experimental stage.
While it was possible—though few Army leaders believed it proba-
ble—that wars might be fought in the air, sober assessment of pres-
ent technological development in aviation did not justify an inde-
pendent air service. Baker cautioned congressmen not to tamper
with a proven military system. An independent air service would
produce competition that could undermine cooperation among air-
men and the Army and Navy. He questioned how “separate” an
independent air service could be from the other branches. Being
independent would imply having its own armament—bombs,
machine guns, rifles, pistols, and perhaps cannons some day—even
an antiaircraft defense. This would mean duplicating equipment
and manpower the Army already had, or usurping much of the
Army’s command responsibilities.49

Baker typified War Department leaders who felt the best way to
take advantage of aviation technology was to develop it within the
established organization. Some more conservative Army leaders
argued that new technology should be adapted to the established
military organization.

Debate continued through the autumn and winter of 1919-20;
and in the House, the results were indecisive. The Curry bill, which
proposed a department of aeronautics with the secretary of aero-
nautics holding cabinet rank, never emerged from the House
Committee on Military Affairs. In revised form, it was still before the
committee in 1926. _

In the Senate, there was a temporary victory for the air enthusi-
asts, and then the situation deteriorated. The Committee on
Military Affairs reported favorably on Senator New’s bill on 8
December 1919. Somewhat revised, the bill called for an executive
department of aeronautics, but it differed from the Curry bill in that
it proposed that the head of the new agency be a presidentially
appointed director of aeronautics who would not hold cabinet
rank.50 Senator New presented his bill on 28 January 1920 for
debate on the floor of the Senate and told his colleagues it was
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designed to change policy toward aeronautics, that up to that time
had been “little short of absurd,”51 and he forecasted a possible sav-
ing of $63 million to the government if his plan for uniting the avi-
ation activities of the government was accepted.52 The majority of
senators remained unimpressed. Many saw no urgency in the mat-
ter, and some like Sen. William H. King (D-Utah) found it impossi-
ble to decide on the issue when there was such a “divergence of
views among those who have given the subject consideration.”53
New apparently realized the bill could not pass; and on 31 January
1920, to avoid a vote, he requested unanimous consent for the bill
to be resubmitted to the Committee on Military Affairs. The request
was granted and the bill returned to the committee, never to emerge
again. Congressional proponents of a department of air had met
defeat.54

The following summer, Congress passed the National Defense Act
of 1920, which gave permanent legislative authority to the Air
Service and placed it on a par with other branches of the Army. The
Air Service received authority to procure equipment. Its strength
was set at 1,514 officers and 16,000 enlisted men. The act
addressed specific grievances of flyers by reaffirming the principle
of flight pay at a rate of an additional 50 percent of regular pay. It
reaffirmed the military rating of “Airplane Pilot.”

Airpower enthusiasts were disappointed. The Air Service
remained under the Army, and its budget continued to be part of
the War Department budget. The post of assistant chief of the Air
Service was given to General Mitchell. General Menoher's title was
changed from director to chief of the Air Service.55

The Air Service was organized into two wings, one headquartered
at Kelly Field, Texas, and the other at Langley Field, Virginia. The
two wings consisted of seven groups, four of which were in the con-
tinental United States. The 1st Day Bombardment Group, equipped
mainly with DH-4Bs, and the 1st Pursuit Group, with SE-5As, were
at Kelly Field. The 1st Army Observation Group with DH-4Bs was at
Langley Field. Fort Bliss, El Paso, Texas, was headquarters of the
Ist Surveillance Group. With its DH-4Bs, the 1st Surveillance
Group was responsible for patrolling the Mexican border from
Brownsville, Texas, to San Diego. Air border patrol and forest fire
patrol over the West Coast mountain ranges were operations
dreamed up by Mitchell in 1919 to keep airmen busy and to provide
additional justification for a peacetime Air Service. The three groups
outside the continental United States were the 1st Observation at
Paranaque Field, Manila; the 2d Observation at Luke Field,
Honolulu; and the 3d Observation at France Field, Canal Zone.
These overseas units were equipped mostly with Curtiss Jennies
and DeHavillands. Altogether, the Air Service was authorized 28
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squadrons, two airpark companies, four airship companies, nine
photo sections, and 28 balloon companies. For liaison between Air
Service headquarters in Washington and units in the field, an air
officer was assigned to each of the overseas zones and to each of the
nine Army Corps areas in the United States. Supply for the Air
Service was from depots at San Antonio, Fairfield - (Ohio),
Montgomery (Alabama), San Diego, and Middletown (Pennsylvania).

Serviceable aircraft available to the Air Service in 1921 included
1,500 Jennies; 1,100 DH-4Bs; 179 SE-5 pursuit planes; and 12
Martin MB-2 bombers. The Martins were assigned to a heavy bom-
bardment squadron, the only one in the Air Service.56

A Very Unfortunate and Critical Situation

While defeat of the New bill and subsequent passage of the
National Defense Act of 1920 ended the first part of the air contro-
versy, Mitchell was just beginning his crusade for airpower. He
began to campaign for public support, cleverly emphasizing the one
factor about the military that concerned all Americans—cost.
Tactfully directing his attack at the Navy, he argued that planes
could not only defend the nation against enemy surface fleets, but
do it for much less than an expensive battleship fleet. Ignoring the
rapid obsolescence of airplanes and the expense of bases, he
declared that the government could buy a thousand planes for the
cost of one battleship. The threat of the future was from the air, not
the sea; and only the airplane could defend the nation against an
air attack.57

Central to Mitchell's case against the Navy—his larger con-
tention, that the threat of the future would be from the air, not land
or sea, was something else again—was his claim that an airplane
could sink a battleship. Naval chieftains categorically stated it could
not be done. Mitchell was not to be silenced by the claims of admi-
rals whom he believed “unable to face the fact that sea power was
done for.”58 Before a congressional committee in February 1920, he
offered to prove his claim.59 After trying to ignore Mitchell's chal-
lenge, the Navy, in October 1920, conducted secret bombing tests
on the old battleship Indiana. The vessel was bombed from the air
with dummy bombs, and then a live 900-pound bomb was explod-
ed on deck. Claiming only 11 percent of dummy bombs were hits,
Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels triumphantly made public
the report of the director of naval gunnery which emphasized the
“improbability of a modern battleship being either destroyed com-
pletely or put out of action by aerial bombs.” Alas, the Navy's tri-
umph was short-lived. On 11 December 1920, the Ilustrated
London News published two pictures of the battered hulk of the
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Indiana extensively damaged by a single bomb. If all test bombs had
been live, what would have been the devastation from 11 percent
direct hits? Newspapers clamored for the answer, and Mitchell was
quick to respond. “Neither coast defense guns nor a defending fleet
of battleships,” he said, “need fire a gun in repelling the attack of a
foreign fleet if we have a properly organized Air Force.” The battle-
ship would not have had a chance.60

Pressure forced the Navy to conduct further tests, this time with
live bombs dropped by the Army Air Service, and there followed the
famous bombing tests in June and July of 1921 off the mouth of
Chesapeake Bay in which the captured German dreadnought
Ostfriesland was sent to the bottom by 2,000-pound bombs
dropped from the Martin bombers of General Mitchell's 1st
Provisional Air Brigade. Other smaller ships were bombed, but the
sinking of the Ostfriesland was crucial.6! It was sweet victory for the
airmen, bitter disappointment for the Navy. Years later, Thomas D.
“Tommy"” Milling, who had helped plan and execute the bombing,
remembered the emotions of the time.

They had the old transport Henderson out there; General Pershing was
aboard, and all the high-ranking officers and admirals, to watch these tests.
They would go out to the vicinity of the ships where the operation was taking
place, where they could see it, and then back to Norfolk at night. . . . We would
test: then the bombing would stop, and they had a Navy board that would go
over and examine the ship to see the effect of it, which was all good stuff. That
procedure was followed all through, with many attacks and many examina-
tions of the various ships that stayed afloat that way. Finally with the battle-
ship, we reached a stage where she showed signs of sinking a bit, so we pro-
ceeded, without definite orders, to load our Martin bombers with these 2,000-
pound bombs. Then we went out and made a concerted attack on it—and sank
her just like that. That spelled the death-knell of the battleship as a capital
ship. They tell me that old admirals, on the Henderson, wept like babies as she
went down. Yet they would not believe that that could be done. That was the
great thing, on Mitchell's part, that he pushed that to a concluston. . . . They
were forced into the tests. Oh, in a way I can't blame them. I don't think there’s
anything in the world more magnificent than those old ships at sea: a naval
warship is a magnificent thing. It's a hard thing to give up. I can understand
that.62

Reactions to the tests were quick in coming and threatening to
the Navy. In the New York Times appeared the statement that
“Brigadier General William Mitchell's dictum that the ‘air force will
constitute the first line of defense of the country’ no longer seems
fanciful to open-minded champions of the capital ship."63 Sen.
William E. Borah (R-Idaho), a leader in the fight for disarmament,
declared the tests demonstrated that “the battleship is practically
obsolete.” Expressing the attitude of many in Congress and the
country, Borah questioned the wisdom of completing the six battle-
ships of the new Indiana class, then under construction at a total

16



THE RETURN TO PEACE

cost of $240 million, if “with sufficient airplane and submarine pro-
tection this country was perfectly safe from attack.”64

Navy leaders felt a need to offset the spectacular tests. The situ-
ation was critical. The credibility of its battleship fleet was being
chalienged at the very moment President Warren G. Harding, on 11
August 1921, was issuing invitations to the major powers to attend
the Washington Conference for the Limitation of Naval Armaments.
It was no time- for the Navy to appear weak. The War Department
was probably concerned that the tests would revive the move for a
separate department of air. The Joint Army and Navy Board, com-
posed of the ranking active officers in the Army and Navy, studied
the tests. The Joint Board Report, bearing only the signature of its
senior member, Pershing, was released on 20 August 1921. The
commentary was predictable: aircraft carrying bombs of sufficient
size could “sink or seriously damage” any ship then in existence,
but the battleship was still the “backbone” of the fleet and the “bul-
wark of the nation’s sea defense.” The airplane had added to the
dangers confronting the battleship, making it necessary to improve
battleship construction and also to provide the fleet with aircraft
carriers for air defense. The battleship was not obsolete. Inasmuch
as the airplane had made naval warfare more complicated, it had
made the nation's defense more expensive, not more economical, as
Mitchell claimed it would.65

Mitchell's report on the bombing experiment was submitted to
Menoher, who, apparently, intended to pigeonhole it; but someone
leaked it to the press. Of course, it contradicted Pershing and the
Joint Board. According to Mitchell the problem of destroying
seacraft with aircraft “has been solved and is finished.” There were
“no conditions in which seacraft can operate efficiently in which air-
craft cannot operate efficiently.”66 '

Mitchell's indiscretion, or that of his supporters, produced an
unexpected result of a personal sort. Menoher was incensed. He
had once before requested that Secretary of War John W. Weeks,
Baker's Republican successor, relieve the undisciplined Mitchell,
and the request had been denied. This was the last straw; Menoher
told Weeks that either he or Mitchell must go. Weeks removed
Menoher.

Resignation of the Air Service’s chief came for reasons that even
now, some 70 years later, seem obscure. Some writers have said it
was because Menoher had been unable to “handle and discipline”
Mitchell; others contended that Weeks feared tangling with the pop-
ular Mitchell; still others that the secretary chose in favor of
Mitchell because he was greatly impressed with the success of the
bombing tests. In the Army and Navy Journal, it was reported
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simply that Menoher had requested “duty with the troops in the
field . . . for personal reasons.”67

Whatever the reason, Menoher resigned as chief of the Air
Service. Mitchell offered his resignation as well, but it was refused.
Reflecting on this episode years later, Hap Arnold wrote, “If he could
attack the signature of the Chief of Staff of the United States Army
so bluntly, and a Chief of Staff who was General Pershing at that, it
was plain it was going to take a lot to stop Billy Mitchell.”68

The new chief of the Air Service, Maj Gen Mason M. Patrick, had
no intention of stopping Mitchell, but did mean to control him.
Patrick was a professional soldier in the finest sense. A master of
administration, he had earned the respect of Pershing during the
war by bringing order to the Air Service in France after it had
become “a tangled mess” under General Foulois.62 He was a firm
disciplinarian with patience to hear subordinates out before making
a decision. Fifty-nine years old when he took command of the Air
Service for the second time, he set about learning to fly. After more
than a year, in such time as he could spare from his command
duties, he earned his rating as a qualified junior pilot. According to
Maj Herbert H. Dargue, who gave the general his first flight instruc-
tion, this probably did more to raise morale of the men of the Air
Service than anything else the chief of the Air Service could have
done. Said Dargue, “He loves to fly like the youngest of us. He is
fearless, yet conservative; his judgment of flying is of the best.”70
What Dargue recognized in Patrick’s flying was characteristic of the
general; he was not opposed to change but approached novelty with
care, guided by judgment. Like Mitchell, he was a believer in a sep-
arate air force and the expansion of airpower. Unlike Mitchell, he
was tactful and willing to compromise.71

From the beginning, Patrick made clear to his stormy subordi-
nate that as commander of the Air Service he intended to command.
In a brief confrontation between the two men shortly after Patrick
became chief, Mitchell demanded that as the senior flying officer in
the service (Patrick had not yet learned to fly) he should be given
command prerogatives. Patrick listened patiently, then refused.
According to Patrick’s account, Mitchell threatened to resign. When
Patrick raised no objection, Mitchell thought the matter over and
decided to stay on as assistant chief.72 Having established his
authority, Patrick apparently realized that the best way to keep ten-
sion down in Washington was to keep Mitchell busy with projects
and inspection tours elsewhere. The tactic was reasonably success-
ful.73

Aside from keeping Mitchell out of trouble, General Patrick’s con-
cern was the steady deterioration of Air Service strength. Economy-
minded Congresses consistently pared the defense budget to a bare

18



THE RETURN TO PEACE

minimum, which meant no funds for aircraft replacement and
repeated reductions in personnel. There were fewer than 900 pilots
and observers on active duty in 1921; and although the Air Service
Act of 1920 authorized as many as 2,500 cadets per year, between
June 1920 and June 1921 there were only 190 airplane and 15 air-
ship pilots trained.

By the summer of 1922, Patrick felt the Air Service had been
practically demobilized and could no longer meet peacetime
demands, much less any national emergency. He said as much in
his annual report for 1922, adding that inadequate strength and
organization of the Air Service, which he had repeatedly reported to
the War Department, could only be corrected by congressional
action. The report caused immediate repercussions.74 Secretary
Weeks directed Patrick to submit recommendations, and in
February 1928 Patrick proposed (1) legislation to increase author-
ized strength; (2) division of the Army air arm into air service units
consisting of balloon and observation units which assist ground
troops and air force units composed of pursuit, attack, and bom-
bardment units functioning independently of ground troops; (3)
concentration of air force units under command of the General
Headquarters rather than dispersing them to corps and field army
commanders; and (4) clarification between the coastal defense mis-
sions of the Army Air Service and air units of the Navy.75

Weeks appointed a board of seven General Staff officers to con-
sider the proposals that General Patrick had submitted. Headed by
General Lassiter, the board was composed mostly of ground offi-
cers. Except for the board’s reporter, Major Dargue, there was only
one other air officer, Lt Col Frank P. Lahm. After studying Patrick’s
proposals, the Lassiter Board gave full endorsement. It declared
that unless something was done about the “alarming condition in
the Air Service,” it would be of negligible benefit to national defense.
More than 80 percent of the Air Service inventory of 1,970 airplanes
was judged obsolescent or otherwise “unsuitable for combat use.” If
there were no changes in procurement, the board predicted that
attrition would reduce the Air Service to less than 300 airplanes by
the summer of 1926. Further, the aircraft industry was “entirely
inadequate to meet peace and wartime requirements” and was on
the verge of disappearing. The board proposed a 10-year program to
build the Air Service to a minimum peacetime strength of 4,000 offi-
cers; 25,000 enlisted men; 2,500 cadets; 2,534 airplanes; 20 air-
ships; and 38 balloons, with capability for emergency expansion to
22,628 officers; 172,994 enlisted men; 8,756 airplanes; 31 airships;
and 134 balloons. The board estimated this would require approxi-
mately $25 million a year.76
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The most important aspect of the Lassiter Board report was its
acceptance of General Patrick’s plan to divide the air arm according
to tasks. The observation air arm would be an “integral part of divi-
sions, corps, and armies, with a reserve under general headquar-
ters.” An attack and pursuit air force would be “an integral part of
each field army, with a reserve under general headquarters,” and
for “special and strategic missions, either in connection with ground
troops or independent of them,” there would be an “air force of bom-
bardment, pursuit, and airships.” This was a compromise giving
airpower advocates a greater independence while maintaining the
unity of command that so concerned the General Staff.77

The Lassiter Board program was a goal accepted by the War
Department and the General Staff and by Secretary Weeks, and this
was its importance, as history was to show. Even Mitchell eventual-
ly would admit that it was the closest thing yet to an “aeronautical
policy” for the Air Service. To carry it out, however, proved impossi-
ble. It was a goal Army leaders would not pursue at the expense of
the rest of the Army. The program called for the Army and Navy to
Join in requesting appropriations for aviation, and the Navy disagreed
with Weeks's suggested division of the aviation budget—60 percent
for the Army, 40 percent for the Navy. The program was shelved. In
any event it depended on an increase in the military budget, and with
economy the first duty of peace, that was not likely.

And so, the first uneasy months and years had passed after the
end of the First World War, and the Army Air Service had changed
to a peacetime footing of an unsettled sort. Its leadership had been
in flux, from Menoher to Patrick. The new chief gave evidence of
having control of his organization, but with the ebullient Mitchell as
second in command, he could hardly be certain. All the while, the
equipment of the Air Service was deteriorating. The technology of
the airplane had changed rapidly during these years, just as it had
changed with an almost miraculous (or diabolic, depending upon
the point of view) rapidity during the war. In 1913, the last full year
of peace before the holocaust, the airplane had been little more than
a toy; by 1918 it was a fighting machine of proved quality and use-
fulness. It continued to develop rapidly during the postwar era. But
the Air Service seemed only capable of getting its organizational
arrangements in order, and even these seemed unendingly fragile.
The future was uncertain, except to visionaries such as Mitchell
and his more ardent followers.
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Chapter 2

Creation of the Army Air Corps

For aviators, the decade of the 1920s marked a golden age, an era
of great improvement in equipment and flying skills, of constant
competition to fly higher, farther, faster, longer. Despite limited
funds, Army flyers competed fiercely and with considerable success
in the race for new world records. Army pilots broke world altitude
records three times from 1919 through 1921 in an experimental
LePere biplane. On 4 October 1919, Maj R. W. Shroeder and Lt G. E.
Elfry set a two-man record when they flew to 31,821 feet. On 27
February 1920, Shroeder flew alone to an altitude of 33,113 feet.
That record stood until 28 September 1921, when Lt J. A. Macready
climbed to 34,508 feet in a LePere that had a turbo-supercharger to
increase performance of the plane’s Liberty engine. Macready’s only
oxygen supply was a pressure cylinder to which he had attached a
tube with a pipestem mouthpiece. In his open cockpit, he was pro-
tected from the minus 60 degrees Fahrenheit temperature by a
leather and sheepskin flying suit.!

Endurance and long-distance flights brought public attention to
Army aviators. This pleased Air Service leaders anxious to draw
attention to the Air Service and its capabilities. On 2 May 1923,
Macready and Lt O. G. Kelly took off from Roosevelt Field, New York,
in a giant Liberty-powered Fokker T-2 monoplane to attempt a non-
stop coast-to-coast flight. Averaging 94 miles per hour they made
the 2,520 mile flight in 26 hours and 50 minutes. On 23 June of the
following year, Lt Russell L. Maughan made his “dawn-to-dusk”
cross-country flight. Taking off from Mitchel Field before dawn—at
2:59 aA.M.—Maughan, after five stops for fuel, arrived over Crissy
Field, San Francisco, one minute before dusk. In his Curtiss PW-8
pursuit, he had averaged 156 miles per hour for 2,850 miles. While
this flight was spectacular, an even more spectacular flight was in
progress. In specially built Douglas biplanes, Army aviators were
attempting a round-the-world flight. Four of the rugged Douglas
planes led by Maj Frederick L. Martin took off from Seattle on
6 April 1920. On the second leg of the flight, the lead plane, the
Seattle, became lost and crashed in the Alaskan mountains. Major
Martin and his mechanic, SSgt Alva L. Harvey, trekked out of the
wilderness to Port Moller and returned to the United States. Lt
Lowell H. Smith took Martin’s place as flight commander, and the
remaining three planes continued on to Japan and then along the
China coast to India. Just beyond Shanghai they passed the
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Frenchman, Capt Peltier D’Oisy, who had started earlier from Paris
and was also attempting to fly around the world. In addition to the
Americans and the French, airmen from Britain, Italy, Portugal,
and Argentina were racing for world-flight honors. It took Smith and
his men 16 days to make the trip from India to England. From
Scotland to Iceland they encountered fog and delay, and Lt L. Wade
and Sgt H. Ogden crashed in the Boston between the Faroe and
Orkney Islands. Fortunately, a replacement airplane was available,
and Wade and Ogden continued in Boston II. Finally on 28
September 1924, 175 days after they began, the American round-
the-world flyers landed the Chicago, the New Orleans, and Boston I
in Seattle, completing a circumnavigation of the globe. Having won
the competition, they received a rousing welcome, medals from
President Calvin Coolidge, and glowing praise from their proud
chief, General Patrick.2

Americans found aviation fascinating, but still were not much
concerned about its orderly development in the Army Air Service. To
many Americans, the 1920s were synonymous with good times—
prosperity seemed everywhere. The flapper’s image was on the mag-
azine covers; the businessman was the man of the hour. American
interests were at home, on Wall Street and in the bustling cities and
enlarging industries. Military and naval appropriations were cut
repeatedly. Reflecting on the situation the Army had faced during
his term, Pershing in 1924 issued his final report to the secretary of
war. He recalled that the last few years had been a period of econo-
my and sounded an almost plaintive warning against further cuts:
“We are down to rock bottom."”3

Business Methods in the War Department

Money lay at the center of the Army’s troubles during the 1920s,
but it also (unfortunately for the Army) lay at the center of the cal-
culations of the Republican administrations of that era. This was
particularly so of the Coolidge administration.4 Calvin Coolidge,
who had a reputation as a silent, strong, stern Puritan,5 was com-
mitted to frugal administration of government in accord with no-
nonsense business principles. He warned that wastefulness by gov-
ernments, as well as by individuals, was synonymous with
immorality, that the stability and growth which set the United
States apart from the rest of the world rested upon production and,
most important, upon conservation. If Americans squandered their
resources, the result would be economic dissipation followed
inevitably by moral decay. Economy, he once said, was the highest
form of morality.6
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In the minds of Americans, nothing was more wasteful in time of
peace than large expenditure on military preparedness. This was
the conviction of the increasing numbers of pacifists who formed
organizations promoting disarmament and the outlawry of war.?
There were also people who were not pacifists but who believed that
the traditional American policy of intense commitment and extrav-
agant expenditure when emergencies arose was a better policy than
inflicting upon the American people the constant burden of a large
standing army. In Senate debates on War Department appropria-
tions, Sen. John S. Williams (D-Miss.) argued forcefully that pre-
paredness was a policy of fear unbecoming for the land of the free
and the home of the brave. The World War, he said, had proven that
- “a great, strong, rich people like ourselves . . . can meet the most
efficient and well-prepared military force that the world has ever
dreamed of . . . and whip it to its knees, but if in the meantime you
had kept your people burdened all those 50 years, they could not
have done it, they would have neither the spirit nor the financial
ability nor the morale to do it.”8

Coolidge offered not only to relieve the burden of maintaining a.
large standing army, but through introduction of business methods
in the War Department to reduce the cost of maintaining such a mil-
itary establishment as was absolutely necessary. Administration of
the War Department, said the Republican Campaign Textbook of
1924, was the most notorious case of muddling inefficiency in the
previous Democratic administration. In the last year under the
Democrats, War Department expenditure had soared to over a bil-
lion dollars. After four years of Republican rule, the annual cost of
the War Department had been cut by more than $750 million. This,
the Republicans announced, was “one of the most striking exam-
ples of what was done by introducing business in government.”®

Few, if any, Army leaders shared the administration’s enthusi-
asm for drastic cuts in the War Department budget. Cuts meant
fewer personnel and little money for replacement and moderniza-
tion of equipment. Force reductions were a threat to the life of the
Army.10 Lack of funds for modern equipment threatened efficiency.
From 1921 through 1923, the enlisted strength of the Army fell
from 213,341 to 132,106 to 118,348. The number of commissioned
officers fell from 13,299 to 11,820. Equipment was almost entirely
war surplus that was not only wearing out but becoming obsoles-
cent.1! Army leaders argued that appropriations should increase if
the Army was to meet its responsibilities. Defense plans of the
1920s were not aggressive in any sense. Aside from maintaining
garrisons in America’s overseas possessions—notably the
Philippines, Hawaii, and the Panama Canal Zone—the Army’s
responsibility was limited to continental defense.12 For this task,
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Army leaders desired a force just large enough to administer, organ-
ize and train a civilian reserve, meet minor emergencies, and
absorb the first shock of any aggression.13 The size of this force was
the source of much debate. Most Army leaders contended that the
280,000 men authorized by the National Defense Act of 1920 was a
minimum. But maintenance of an army of even those modest pro-
portions was unattainable within the limit set by President
Coolidge’s economic policy. As a rock-bottom position, Pershing,
backed by Secretary Weeks, argued vigorously for increased appro-
priations to support an army of 150,000 men.14

Pershing’s arguments, which were carried on by his successor,
Maj Gen John L. Hines and Hines's successor, failed to sway
Coolidge and were not incorporated in annual budgets submitted to
Congress. This was a major frustration for Army leaders, because
once the president approved the budget they were prohibited by the
Budget and the Accounting Act of 1921 from taking their case to
Congress.15 Congressmen often seemed to forget this restriction.
“Now, why should you not come up here and frankly tell us the
amount is not sufficient?” Brig Gen Dennis E. Nolan was asked dur-
ing an appropriations hearing. Nolan replied that Congress had
passed a budget law prohibiting any official of the government argu-
ing for more money than is permitted under the budget sent up by
the president. He added laconically, “That is a matter of law.”16

The Army’s protagonists in budget matters were the president
and his agent, the director of the Bureau of the Budget. Once the
argument was lost with them, it was lost. And with President
Coolidge, the Army lost more than it won.17 He did not see Army
needs as critical. “Who’s gonna fight us?” he once asked.18 It was a
good question. The great oceans were still barriers to invasion from
Europe or Asia. War with Canada was unimaginable. Though rela-
tions with Mexico were near a nadir, the Mexicans were divided and
exhausted by years of civil war. He unctuously advised worried War
Department officials to find ways to reduce costs “without weaken-
ing our defense but rather perfecting it.” According to Army esti-
mates, the budget cuts the president had in mind would mean
reduction in the Air Service from 760 planes to 628. For the Army
it would mean elimination of 15,000 men, 2,500 officers, all the
Philippine scouts, and abandonment of mobilization plans.19

Army leaders continued to argue for appropriations, but recog-
nized reality and established financial policies to meet as best they
could the “needs of the whole army."20 They avoided expensive pro-
grams that might absorb the entire budget. To give any one of the
Army'’s programs priority in the budget would mean disaster for the
rest. This was particularly true of War Department Major Project
Number 4, the Lassiter plan for expansion of the Air Service. The Air
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Service was the most expensive branch of the Army, and the
Lassiter program would make it considerably more expensive.
Discounting overhead such as pay and housing for Air Service per-
sonnel, the Lassiter program would have cost an estimated $90 mil-
lion a year, more than a third of the Army budget. “The truth is sim-
- ple,” said Brig Gen Fox Conner, who directed a study of financial
aspects of expanding the air arm. “In view of its other vital needs
and the economic policy of the Government, the War Department
has as yet been in no position to submit estimates for carrying into
effect any part of the Lassiter Board Programme. . . . There would
be little left for the rest of the Regular Army."21

Secretary Weeks had tried to get funds by convincing Secretary of
the Navy Edwin Denby to agree to a joint Army and Navy aviation
program. The Navy had a five-year program to expand its aviation
component. If in a joint program Weeks could induce the Navy to
extend its plan to 10 years, it would reduce the annual cost. Extra
appropriations for the Lassiter program would be more acceptable
to the president and Congress. But neither Denby nor his succes-
sor, Curtis D. Wilbur, would have anything to do with the idea. They
were willing to help the Army upgrade its aviation arm, but not at
the expense of the Navy. The Lassiter program was shelved, a casu-
alty of the War Department’s efforts to remain within Coolidge’s
budget.22 .

The fact that the War Department had accepted the Lassiter pro
gram and had at least tried to carry it out was encouraging to the
chief of the Air Service. Patrick understood the budget restrictions
on the War Department, that Army leaders were fighting parsimony
in the Budget Bureau and pacifism in Congress.23 He understood
the objection to extravagant claims by aviation enthusiasts. A pro-
ponent of airpower, he had spent most of his career in the Army. He
understood the principles of war, the guide for his classmate
Pershing and his many old friends on the General Staff and in com-
mand throughout the Army. He respected their opinions and agreed
that some of his young airmen lacked broad understanding.24 He
advocated airpower with moderation, reason rather than emotion.25
In 1923 and 1924, there was evidence that Patrick was making con-
verts. In his words, Army leaders were “being educated” in the
importance of airpower, becoming sympathetic to needs of the Air
Service.26 They did not give up their conviction that aviation was an
auxiliary arm—indispensable, but an auxiliary. Nor did they aban-
don their concern over the plane’s limits: its vulnerability to anti-
aircraft artillery, its limited range and carrying ability, and its
inability to defend itself on the ground.27 Still, they did show inter-
est in military aviation, a new open-mindedness with regard to its
potential.28 They accepted the idea that the Air Service could in
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some circumstances function as an air force operating indepen-
dently of ground troops.29 They agreed that the bombing experi-
ments of 1920, along with another series of tests on the battleships
Virginia and New Jersey in the fall of 1923, had shown that aircraft
could sink any naval vessel in existence. They agreed with Patrick’s
contention that the first phase of a war would likely be an air phase,
and for that reason a portion of the Air Service should be considered
an M-day force. This meant constant readiness. The Air Service
should be capable of rapid expansion. Finally, Army leaders agreed
that “flyers at the beginning of an emergency must be men trained
in time of peace” and that to maintain a reserve of commercial avi-
ators, as well as manufacturing capability for rapid production of
military aircraft, the government should encourage and support
commercial aviation.30

Patrick was heartened by progress in aviation technology. He
could boast that the United States was abreast and perhaps a bit
ahead of the world in aviation technology, largely as a result of Air
Service research and development in experimental planes and
engines at McCook Field, Dayton, Ohio. “We can build motors and
aircraft as good or better than those built by anyone else,” he told
George F. Fry of the New York Journal. He was proud of the Army’s
pursuit aircraft which, if few in number, were as modern as those of
any other air service.31 Most pursuit squadrons were equipped with
Thomas-Morse MB-3As. When the Army ordered 200 from Boeing
Aircraft Company in 1920, they were, according to Mitchell, as good
if not better than any other pursuit type in the world. In September
1923, the Army ordered production of the PW-8, first of the Curtiss
Hawk series, which would be the dominant Army pursuit type for
nearly a decade. Its chief rival would be a new Boeing design, the
PW-9. Both aircraft were fast for their time, with top speeds in
excess of 165 miles per hour, and they were maneuverable.32

Progress in attack and bomber aircraft was not so encouraging.
Experimental aircraft were tested but none proved satisfactory. The
first attempt to design an aircraft to attack ground troops was by
the Engineering Division at McCook in 1920. The result was the
GAX (Ground Attack Experimental), a twin-engined, triplane armed
with a 37-mm cannon and eight .30-caliber machine guns. Later
designated the GA-1, it proved in service tests in Texas to be slow,
difficult to maneuver, and generally unacceptable. Another failure
was the JL-12. Boasting 400 pounds of armor plate, it had 28
machine guns mounted in the floor, 12 aimed slightly forward, six
aimed straight down, and 10 slightly to the rear. It could literally
produce a rain of bullets, but it suffered the same performance lim-
its as the GA-1. In 1922, Boeing built three single-engined attack
planes designated GA-2s, but these too were failures, as was the
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Aeromarine PG-1 (Pursuit, Ground) built in 1923. In 1924, attack
squadrons along with observation squadrons were still equipped
with war surplus DH-4s.33 First-line bombers in 1924 were still
MB-3s. Experimental bombing planes, including the three-engined
LWF Owl and the giant Barling Bomber (XNBL-1), proved disap-
pointments; they offered no advance over the Martins.
Nevertheless, it appeared to General Patrick in 1924 that the
major problem of the Air Service was neither conservatism of Army
leaders nor technological backwardness. It was a problem of num-
bers. In his judgment, the service did not have enough pilots or air-
craft to fulfill its role in national defense.34 Like most of the Army’s
problems, this difficulty was directly related to President Coolidge’s
economy program. Expansion of the Air Service was generally
accepted as one of the Army’s most critical needs even by allegedly
conservative leaders in the War Department. In his final report as
chief of staff, Pershing said categorically that expansion was the
Army’s most vital need, more important than bringing overseas gar-
risons up to strength. When one considers the strategic importance
Army planners placed on garrisons in the Panama Canal Zone,
Hawaii, and the Philippines, this was a considerable remark. But
without money, nothing could be done for the Air Service, overseas
garrisons, or any other Army need.35 Patrick could ask for
increased appropriations, but he could not expect to receive them.36
Patrick also knew that to some extent his problems were self-
inflicted. The personnel shortage in the Air Service could have been
alleviated by transfer of officers from other branches, but except in
the case of second lieutenants he opposed this course because it
would reduce command opportunities for Air Service officers. The
personnel problem was a difficult issue complicated by the promo-
tion complaints of young flying officers who found themselves at the
bottom of the Army’s single promotion list. Patrick and most flying
officers wanted a separate promotion list. They argued that only fly-
ers should command flyers, that a separate promotion list would
improve morale in the service; and combined with a retirement pro-
gram to meet the special needs of their dangerous profession, it
would make the Air Service attractive to recruits. Their argument
was not without its faults. A separate list would have resulted in a
rash of promotions, but then promotion would have been slower
than before. Field-grade positions would be filled with young men,
postponing indefinitely the promotion of individuals below them.37
The airplane shortage and the fact that many aircraft were obso-
lete also was, in part, a result of Patrick’s decision to emphasize
research and development (R&D) of new aircraft rather than stan-
dardization and procurement of designs that would have been obso-
lete before they could have been put into service. Funds for aircraft
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procurement fell from $6 million in 1921 to $2.5 million in 1925.
Monies spent on R&D fell, but not so drastically. Considering the
hard times, the Army during 1920-26 spent a surprisingly large
sum on R&D in aviation. After 1926, the amount spent on R&D
remained constant, but as a percentage of the total budget it fell
rather significantly.38

Under the circumstances, Patrick was satisfied that the Air
Service was developing normally.39 The Air Service had been rather
a mess, he said, when he took charge in 1921. Though seriously
undermanned and equipped largely with aircraft of World War vin-
tage, except for pursuit aircraft, it was making progress. He believed
the best way to solve its problems was through calm deliberation
and steady effort.40

“Almost Treasonable Administration
of the National Defense”

Unfortunately, the political atmosphere in Washington would not
allow calm deliberation. Congress was in an ugly mood, Patrick
wrote a friend on 5 March 1924.41 A few days earlier, he had
informed another friend:

In the midst of these political matters like the Tea Pot Dome affair and the
assault upon the Attorney General, an attack has been made upon the Air
Service and it, too, is to be “investigated.” According to the best of my infor-
mation, this assault is engineered and directed by three men, one a disgrun-
tled inventor affected with a persecutory mania, I think mentally unbalanced,
another a discredited employee who was dismissed from the Department of
Justice, and the third an ex-convict and a perjurer.42

The disgruntled inventor to whom he referred was James Vernon
Martin. Formerly a lieutenant in the Navy Reserve, Martin had
billed himself as “Captain James V. Martin, US Master Mariner and
Pioneer Designer, Builder and Flyer of Aeroplanes, Holder of the
World's Record of Over-All Aeroplane Efficiency.”43 Shortly after the
war, he had designed a bomber which he claimed was capable of
transoceanic flight.44 The Air Service acquired a prototype of the
bomber for testing at McCook Field, but during engine tests the air-
plane’s transmission fell apart, so it was never flown. For reasons
never explained, the airplane later was destroyed by firing incendi-
ary machine gun bullets into it. Martin was incensed. He claimed
his airplane was destroyed because he was not one of the manufac-
turers favored by Air Service officers, that they feared his airplane
would outperform the Barling Bomber in which Air Service officers
had a vested interest.45 The Air Service denied Martin’s charges, but
the fact that the Barling Bomber failed miserably in performance
tests put the Air Service in a most embarrassing position. A giant
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triplane of more than 43,000 pounds, the Barling Bomber was so
underpowered it could not climb high enough to clear the
Appalachian Mountains between Dayton, Ohio, and Washington.46

Rep. John M. Nelson (R-Wisc.) took up Martin's case in Congress.
Relying upon evidence compiled by Martin’s lawyer, Nelson charged
that the deplorable state of the Air Service was a result of monop-
olistic practices by the Manufacturers’ Aircraft Association, aided
and abetted by Air Service officers who were conducting a propa-
ganda campaign to force Congress to subsidize the aircraft indus-
try.47 His charges led to the formation of a “Select Committee of
Inquiry into the Operations of the U.S. Air Services” chaired by Rep.
Florian Lampert (R-Wisc.)48

The Air Service began to prepare to defend its research and devel- -
opment program and procurement procedures, but it became
apparent that the investigation would include much more than
these activities. Three months before the hearings, a representative
of the Lampert Committee told Maj Raycroft Walsh, Air Service liai-
son to the committee, that the first subject would likely be the
“Present Organization of the Service.” Walsh was requested to pro-
vide 12 copies of the Lassiter Board report {(because the report was
a classified document, the committee had to settle for 12 copies of
the War Department press release on the report).49 The issue of an
independent Air Service was to be raised again.

Hearings of the Lampert Committee, which began in October
1924 and lasted five months, tended to revolve around the testimo-
ny of Billy Mitchell. Brushing aside the War Department’s gesture of
good faith in the Lassiter program and the progress of naval avia-
tion under Rear Adm William A. Moffett, Mitchell restated his
charges that aviation was being blocked by both the Navy and the
War departments.50 He declared that in personnel and equipment
the United States stood no higher than fifth among air powers of the
world. The General Staff had ignored repeated warnings from the
chief of the Air Service that the nation’s air defenses were deterio-
rating. Responsibility for coastal defense, he said, was claimed by
both the Army and Navy, which resulted in “absolute duplication
and a terrible mess.”51 American air services could not progress as
long as they remained under agencies having a “vested interest
against aviation.”52 The Army, Navy, and Post Office were directed
by men who had neither the inclination nor training in aviation
matters. The only solution was to put aviation in the hands of avia-
tors—a separate and independent air service. Besides providing
improved aerial defense, a separate service would be more efficient
and economical.53

The most original proposal to come before the committee was
General Patrick’s suggestion of an Army Air Corps. Patrick first
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made the proposal in a letter to the Adjutant General on 19
December 1924: he was “convinced that the ultimate solution of the
air defense problem of this country is a united air force,” but the
time was not yet ripe for such a “radical reorganization.” He sug-
gested that “certain preliminary steps may well be taken, all with
the ultimate end in view.” Creation of a semi-independent Air
Corps, like the Marine Corps, was one of the steps he had in mind.
Others included the Lassiter program, assignment of all aerial
defense of coasts conducted from shore bases to the Army Air
Service, a separate promotion list, a separate budget, and a new
uniform suitable for flyers. This last point may appear picayune but
among flyers it was a hot issue. The high-standing collar on the
Army service uniform, they argued, was “wholly inappropriate for
use by flylng personnel.”54

Mitchell claimed the War Department took no action on Patrick’s
letter.55 Exactly what sort of action he had in mind is not clear, but
the War Department did take some action. The letter was referred
to the War Plans Division of the General Staff, which did a point-
by-point analysis recommending on 7 January 1925 that the Air
Corps plan be disapproved. General Patrick had said that “in any
future emergency involving our military forces, particularly in the
early phases thereof, the air force must be considered one of the
vital factors.” The War Plans Division considered it “so vital a factor
that neither Army nor Navy can dispense with it as an integral part
of its functioning organism.” The unity of command of ground and
air forces could not be compromised. Endorsing the Air Corps idea
would do just that, particularly since such action by the War
Department would be tantamount to acquiescence in “ultimate cre-
ation of a unified air force.” Officers of the War Plans Division
warned that while an air force could attack, it could not occupy or
hold ground. A unified air force would need a separate supply serv-
ice and other support functions. It would logically encompass “anti-
aircraft artillery, Signal Corps, Chemical Warfare Service and Coast
Defenses.” It should require additional ground troops and perhaps
even naval forces. It would duplicate or supplant functions of the
Army and Navy. The War Plans Division agreed with Patrick’s con-
tention that aerial defense from shore bases should be under the
Army Air Service, but that such an arrangement in no way necessi-
tated a separate Air Corps. They agreed that under present circum-
stances the need for appropriations for the Air Service was more
pressing than those of some other branches, but such a problem
did not justify a separate budget for the Air Service.

Officers of the War Plans Division admitted that priorities might
change, favoring another branch. “The broad problem of national
defense requires that the needs of each defense element be considered
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separately and in relation to the needs of every other branch and to
the needs of the combined elements. . . . To remove the Air Service
from this coordinating influence would be a step fraught with grave,
if not indeed, disastrous consequences.” Airpower propaganda had
a “strong appeal” among those seeking simple, complete solutions to
the problem of national defense. A separate budget would make it
easy for the uninformed or politically inspired to favor the Air
Service at the expense of a balanced defense program. To Patrick’s
plea for a separate promotion list, the reply from the War Plans
Division was that Air Service officers by virtue of extra pay for flying
were already a favored class and further discrimination in their
favor would not be to the interest of the Army. The uniform issue
was seen as a symptom of the separation already evident. They
pointed out that aviators were authorized to wear overalls when fly-
ing. For economy, if for no other reason, they could continue to wear
the same uniform as the rest of the Army when not flying. Finally,
War Plans noted that enactment of the Lassiter Board recommen-
dations was awaiting agreement between the Secretaries of War and
the Navy.56 :

General Drum, who reviewed the findings of the War Plans
Division, felt it was not enough simply to disapprove the proposal of
the chief of the Air Service. The points in that proposal were a chal-
lenge to established policy of the secretary of war against a separate
Air Service. The statements of General Patrick should not be
allowed to stand without more thorough explanation. Drum said
that Patrick “should be called upon to show grounds in every case.
If his contentions are correct, remedies should be applied; if they
are not correct, they should be withdrawn.”57 Drum’s suggestion
was overruled. Patrick was.not asked to withdraw his proposal and
it was, as Drum apparently feared, destined to reappear, to the
embarrassment of the War Department.

While War Plans was analyzing Patrick’s Air Corps plan, the
entire War Department, indeed virtually everyone with an interest in
national defense, was following the testimony of Mitchell in the
Lampert Hearings. Former secretary of war Baker wrote to ex-chief
of staff March that General Mitchell “ is cutting up high jinks again.
. . . His lack of discipline is undoubtedly distressing, but after all it
may be that this dramatic insubordination will make Congress
more disposed to provide for real strength in the air, and I fancy this
must be the direction of even defensive preparedness in the
future.”58 As a spectator, Baker could afford to be philosophical; the
incumbent secretary of war could not. And on the morning of 19
January 1925, when headlines in the Washington Herald pro-
claimed, “Aviation Chief Scores Army and Navy Autocrats-—Hot
Criticisms by Mitchell,” Weeks's patience ende1.59 He decided to
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call Mitchell's hand, to challenge him to prove his charges. Weeks
had sent Patrick excerpts from Mitchell's testimony with the offen-
sive passages underlined. Patrick was directed to “call on General
Mitchell to submit without delay a statement of facts that substan-
tiated each assertion contained in the underscored portions of each
extract of his testimony.”60 Mitchell's answer to the secretary was a
detailed defense of his testimony prefaced with a review of his qual-
ifications as an expert on military aviation and the unrepentant
statement that “the evidence I gave before the Committee of
Congress was in the form of my opinion expressed rather mildly."61
- There followed General Mitchell's famous (infamous, said his
supporters) exile to Texas. His term as assistant chief of the Air
Service had expired in the midst of the above turmoil, and, as many
observers in Washington expected, he was not reappointed. Weeks
explained to the president that Mitchell's “whole course of action
has been so lawless, so contrary to the building up of an efficient
organization, so lacking in reasonable team work, so indicative of a
personal desire for publicity at the expense of everyone with whom
he is associated that his actions render him unfit for the high
administrative position.”62 Returned to his permanent rank of
colonel, he was ordered to Fort Sam Houston as air officer.63 James
E. Fechet succeeded him as assistant chief of Air Service.64
Meanwhile, Weeks was responding to Mitchell's latest criticisms.
In a letter to Rep. Randolph Perkins (R-N.J.), one of the Republican
members of the Lampert Committee, the secretary explained that
operating the Air Service was a complicated and expensive busi-
ness, not unlike that of operating a “great railroad system.”
Development and purchase of new equipment required large expen-
diture over and above the already high cost of simply maintaining
service. Secretary Weeks was again pointing out that the principal
problem with the Air Service was money. He assured Perkins that
the War Department was making every effort to economize in order
to make available the maximum possible sum for new equipment.
War Department leaders were not opposed to new airplanes for the
Air Service; they were facing realities of the budget. To Mitchell's
charge that Army leaders were conservative, Weeks replied, “If the
statement . . . is meant to indicate an attitude the opposite of radi-
calism, the charge of conservatism might be sustained; but that
does not mean that they are not progressive."65
After the uproar over Mitchell's testimony and exile, there was
calm for several months. On duty in Texas, Mitchell was busy learn-
ing his new job, fishing, and revising his testimony, articles, and
essays for a book he entitled Winged Defense.66 The Lampert
Committee ended hearings on 2 March but delayed issuing its
report to give committee members time to study the thousands of
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pages of testimony, a task they were not overly anxious to begin. As
Congressman Perkins put it, “Most of us are pretty tired and want
to forget the ‘Inquiry’ for a few weeks.”67

Winged Defense was published on 29 August 1925, and perhaps
its appearance would have been enough to shatter the calm. By
chance, however, it came out shortly before a series of tragic events
that seemed to play into Mitchell's hands. On the first of September,
news broke that Commodore John Rodgers and the crew of a Navy
PN-9 seaplane had disappeared on the first attempt to fly the Pacific
from the West Coast to Hawaii. That tragedy was still in the head-
lines when before dawn on 3 September the Navy airship
Shenandoah ran into a squall-line over Ohio. During the desperate
battle to get the dirigible turned around, it broke into three parts.
The control compartment containing Comdr Zachary Lansdowne
and 13 crewmen fell to earth, killing all 14 men. Miraculously, the
remaining 28 crewmen of the Shenandoah managed to maneuver
another section of the dirigible as a free balloon, bringing it down
safely.68 '

Mitchell rose to the occasion. Secretary of the Navy Wilbur had
issued a statement that included the unfortunate comment that “in
view of the experience of the navy planes in the Arctic expedition,
the failure of the Hawaiian flight and the Shenandoah disaster, we
have come to the conclusion that the Atlantic and Pacific are still
our best defenses.”69 To Mitchell and his followers, this attempt to
deprecate airpower by reference to these naval disasters was infuri-
ating.70 Responding to requests from newspapers, Mitchell worked
feverishly on a statement that he delivered at a press conference
early on the morning of 5 September, two days after the
Shenandoah crash.7! He remarked that “these accidents are the
direct result of incompetency, criminal negligence and almost trea-
sonable administration of the national defense by the war and navy
departments.” Then he repeated all his old charges, with less
restraint than ever. He passed out mimeographed copies of his
statement, which was almost 6,000 words long. The press had a
field day with the story.72 It was evident that the radical airman was
challenging the War Department to court-martial him.

A “Bolshevik Bug in the Air”

Mitchell’'s principal antagonist was not the War Department, but
President Coolidge, and the president was no easy antagonist. The
quiet gentleman from Northampton, Massachusetts, had made his
political reputation belatedly, opposing unruly public servants in
the Boston police strike of 1919. He was a strict disciplinarian, but
a patient man, willing to let problems come to a crisis before wasting
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energy addressing them.73 During the tumult over Mitchell's exile,
Coolidge apparently recognized that the Air Service issue was
beginning to be serious, and perhaps also that he might have to
deal with the ungovernable Colonel Mitchell. Four days after con-
curring in the decision not to reappoint Mitchell as assistant chief
of the Air Service, Coolidge wrote his classmate from Ambherst,
Massachusetts, and his friend for nearly 30 years, Dwight W.
Morrow.74 “I have in mind,” he said, “that I may like to have you
look into the subject of airplanes for me."75 He asked Morrow to
“think this over and think who you might wish to join you in case I
call you.””6 Six months later, while the War Department was con-
cluding a preliminary investigation prior to announcing the court-
martial of Mitchell, Coolidge judged the time was right to address
the problem of aviation. On 12 September 1925, he announced that
he had directed Morrow and eight other distinguished men to look
into the aircraft situation.77? The Morrow Board investigations
would divert attention from Mitchell's court-martial. It may also
have been Coolidge’s hope that recommendations would offer an
alternative more favorable than that expected from the Lampert
Committee, which still had not made its report.78 Several days after
Coolidge’s announcement, the War Department made public its
intention to court-martial Mitchell. Not made public at the time was
the fact that Coolidge himself had preferred the charges.79

Mitchell's increasingly reckless campaign to influence public
opinion had given the president a strong moral issue on which to
base his move: militarism. In a speech to a convention of the
American Legion, Coolidge reminded the legionnaires that “our fore-
fathers had seen so much militarism and suffered so much from it
that they desired to banish it forever.” Then, obviously referring to
Mitchell and his activities, he said, “It is for this reason that any
organization of men in the military service bent on inflaming the
public mind for the purpose of forcing Government action through
the pressure of public opinion is an exceedingly dangerous under-
taking and precedent.” He declared that “it is for the civil authority
to determine what appropriations shall be granted, what appoint-
ments shall be made, and what rules shall be adopted for the con-
duct of its armed forces."80

The Morrow Board was widely acclaimed as a fair and sensible
approach to the air controversy. The respected men he had chosen
inspired confidence that hearings would be conducted properly. The
Hearst newspapers called Morrow “the kind of man to dissolve
clouds of technicalities and override prejudice.”8! On 17 September
the board began four weeks of public hearings, before retiring to
write its report in the Wardman Park Hotel, where Morrow reserved
a suite.82 On the board were Maj Gen James G. Harbord, retired;
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Rear Adm Frank F. Fletcher, retired; Howard E. Coffin, a consulting
engineer and aeronautics expert; Sen. Hiram Bingham (R-Conn.),
member of the Committee on Military Affairs; Rep. Carl Vinson (D-
Ga.), member of the Committee on Naval Affairs; Rep. James S.
Parker (R-N.Y.), chairman of the Committee on Interstate and
Foreign Commerce; Judge Arthur C. Denison, of the Sixth Circuit
Court of Appeals; and William F. Durand of Stanford University,
president of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers and a
member of the National Committee for Aeronautics. Of members of
the board, Senator Bingham was expected to be most friendly
toward the Air Service. He was a former Air Service officer, had writ-
ten a book on the Service during the First World War, and had
recently been instrumental in winning approval for the new “turn-
down collar” uniform for the Air Service.83 Aiding the board in unof-
ficial status were Edward Warner of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, Maj Leslie MacDill of the Army Air Service, and com-
manders Jerome Hunsaker and H. C. Richardson of the Naval Air
Service.84 .

For air enthusiasts, Mitchell's testimony before the Morrow
Board was a great disappointment. The “brilliant defiance” they
_expected was dulled when Morrow cleverly allowed the fiery colonel
to burn himself out in uninterrupted testimony. Mitchell apparent-
ly had intended to read his book, Winged Defense, until it sparked
controversy from the board. When no questions came, he found
himself reading for four hours straight. Reflecting on the scene in
his memoirs, General Arnold recalled how “we of the Air Service
practically squirmed, wanting to yell: ‘Come on, Billy, put down that
damned book! Answer their questions and step down, that'll show
them!” Mitchell did not put the book down until he was exhausted.
Morrow adjourned the board for the day. Next day Mitchell had his
opportunity to answer questions, but opportunity to gain control of
the situation was lost.85

After hearing the testimony of 99 witnesses, many of them flying
men, the Morrow Board submitted its report on 30 November 1925.
Approved by Coolidge and backed by the prestige of the members of
the board, the report was to become perhaps the principal influence
on the passage of legislation in 1926 forming a basic air policy for
the nation. Addressing the allegations of Mitchell, the report
assured the nation that there was no danger of attack from the air
and denied that in wars “against high-spirited peoples” strategic
bombing could break their will: “Man cannot make a machine
stronger than the spirit of man.” It denied that a large air force
would constitute a move toward peace: “Those who believe in the
preponderating effect of air power . . . are not talking of disarma-
ment when they suggest the sacrifice of battleships. They are talking
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of discarding the weapon they think is becoming useless and sub-
stituting therefore what they believe to be a more deadly one.” It
declared that civil and military aviation functions of the government
should remain separate; private agencies, as well as the federal gov-
ernment, should contribute to development of aviation; there
should be no Department of National Defense and no separate
Department of Air; and in any air policy, the budget must be a con-
sideration.86

Morrow and colleagues had come to essentially conservative con-
clusions; they favored no radical change in aviation policy. “We
aimed,” Morrow said later, “to put the problem in the process of set-
tlement, in process of a more careful and sustained study.”87 This
tactful procedure pleased the War Department, leaders of which
had made a methodical presentation. For the most part, the board
had accepted their arguments.88 Their antagonists, the airmen,
were, of course, far from pleased. Even the moderate Patrick was
greatly disappointed that the board had not accepted what he con-
sidered constructive recommendations.89 The board had rebuffed
his independent Air Corps plan which he had outlined on the first
day of the hearings.90

Meanwhile, the court-martial of Mitchell had begun on 28
October 1925. It was a big event in Washington.9! After a while, it
became dull and repetitious, but it began with excitement. Shortly
before ten o’clock on the day of the trial, Colonel Mitchell and a
small party including his wife Betty, his sister Harriet, and his
attorneys Rep. Frank Reid (R-Ill.), a member of the Lampert
Committee—the “Bolshevik member"92 according to Patrick—and
Col Herbert A. White made their way through the crowd that had
gathered in front of the ramshackle, old warehouse that the Army
had chosen as the site for Mitchell's trial. They entered the building
and ascended to the second floor where, as a reporter for the Army
and Navy Journal put it, a “dinky little room™ had been arranged to
accommodate the court.93 Inside was a small group of about 60
spectators who talked in low voices and shifted about on the hard
iron folding chairs the Army had provided. Sprinkled through the
audience were several young officers and a few congressmen. There
were approximately 40 gentlemen of the press. Most of the specta-
tors were fashionably dressed young women who perhaps sensed
romance in this trial of a handsome Air Service officer before a court
of stodgy old Army generals.

Explosions of light from photographers’ flashes and the scramble
of newsreel cameramen for positions announced entry of the
Mitchell party. For a moment there was an air of romance in that
dinky little room. Clad in the new uniform of the service with its
stylish fold-down collar and lapel, Colonel Mitchell was, indeed, the

42



CREATION OF THE ARMY AIR CORPS

picture of a dashing air officer. Rows of medals and service ribbons
added a riot of color above his left pocket and testified to gallantry
and accomplishment. He moved to the table and chairs reserved for
the defendant’s party and sat down. Close behind him and slightly
to one side was his wife. Comely and dignified, she seemed the
essence of a woman offering total support to her man. Throughout
the trial she would sit close by him, often putting her arm around
him or giving him reassuring pats on the shoulder.

After a moment, the young captain who commanded the detail in
charge of the courtroom gave a command in a low voice to his old
sergeant whose service stripes extended well past his left elbow. The
sergeant bellowed, “Stand up as the court enters!” The audience
rose in unison as the 12 generals of the court quietly filed in. Their
high-collared, olive-drab tunics appeared stiff and formal in con-
trast to Mitchell's suavity. They were professional soldiers; and like
Colonel Mitchell, their tunics were decorated with symbols of
accomplishment. Every one of them wore the Distinguished Service
Medal, and four of them the Distinguished Service Cross, in combat
decorations second only to the Medal of Honor. The president of the
court, Maj Gen Charles P. Summerall, was the ranking major gen-
eral of the Army. In the First World War, his V Corps had formed the
center of the attack that broke the German lines in the Argonne in
November 1918. Another member of the court, Douglas MacArthur,
now the youngest major general in the Army, had fought under
Summerall in the Argonne.94 The other generals had similar com-
bat credentials. To assist the court in legal matters, a 13th officer .
had been assigned to the court. He was Col Blanton Winship.

Formalities completed, Congressman Reid rose to challenge three
members of the court. A big man with an aggressive, rapid manner
of speaking and a propensity to use sweeping gestures to emphasize
points, he hurled his arguments. Brig Gen Albert J. Bowley should
be removed, he charged, on grounds of “prejudice and bias.” In a
speech before the American Legion in Greenville, South Carolina, in
October 1924, Bowley had said among other things that “the public
is prone to be carried away by exaggerated statements as to the
importance of one branch of the service. Pictures are painted show-
ing flocks of airplanes dropping bombs on New York City, with the
skyscrappers toppling right and left. Stories of how the metropolis
of the country can easily be destroyed appeal to the imagination of
the public and they are prone to lose their balance.” Bowley admit-
ted the speech but denied prejudice or bias in the matter for which
Colonel Mitchell was on trial. The court retired to consider the argu-
ment. General Bowley was excused. Also challenged and excused
without contest was Maj Gen Fred W. Sladen.
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Then Reid leveled an attack at the president of the court,
Summerall. Reid submitted Mitchell's report of an inspection trip in
1923 when still assistant chief of the Air Service. Mitchell had
severely criticized Hawalian air defenses for which Summerall was
then responsible. The congressman argued that Summerall had
taken Mitchell’s points personally and was thereby “biased and
prejudiced.” An emotional scene followed. “I learn here for the first
time,” General Summerall said, “of Colonel Mitchell's personal bit-
ter hostility toward me. I cannot consent to sit longer as a member
of this court, and I askled] that I be excused.” The court was
declared closed. Within a few minutes, the remaining members of
the court announced that Summerall was excused. He left the
courtroom. One correspondent reported that men who knew
Summerall well “had said they had never seen him so ruffled.” To
reporters outside the courtroom, the general exclaimed, “Now it’s all
over. We're enemies, Mitchell and 1.”

In the more mundane days which followed that first day of excite-
ment, Mitchell was able to turn much of the testimony into a debate
over airpower, but the trial did not achieve the results he expected.
Coolidge had succeeded. In the mind of the public, the trial was the
martyring of Colonel Mitchell, but on the issue of airpower and avi-
ation policy they accepted the opinion of the Morrow Board, which
made its report 17 days before the verdict in Mitchell's trial, as the
judgment of a higher court.

Despite efforts of Mitchell and a parade of friends and support-
ers, mostly from the Air Service, to prove his charge of “incompe-
tency, criminal negligence and almost treasonable administration of
the national defense by the War and Navy Departments,” on 17
December 1925 he was found guilty of violating the 96th Article of
War. In the opinion of all the court except one member (alleged to
have been General MacArthur), he had acted in a manner prejudi-
cial to “good order and military discipline,” bringing discredit upon
the Army. His sentence was a five-year suspension from rank, com-
mand, and duty, with forfeiture of pay and allowances. Mitchell
chose to resign, and Coolidge accepted his resignation.

Billy Mitchell's crusade and trial would be debated by airmen for
years to come. Some of them contended during the turmoil, and
later, that Mitchell's final insubordination was detrimental to the
Air Service. Edgar Stanley Gorrell was a respected member of that
inner circle of airmen who could claim to be aviation pioneers. He
was the author of America’s first strategic bombing plan during
the First World War and in civilian life was vice-president of the
Stutz Motor Car Company. He felt it was time for Mitchell to be
shut up, that the stormy petrel of the Air Service was not trying to
help the nation but trying to feather his own nest, to further his
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own prestige.95 Thomas Milling and Benjamin Foulois, two of the
first three certified military aviators in the American Army, held
similar opinions. They could not condone lack of discipline nor
agree that good had come from it.96 General Patrick felt all along
that Mitchell's methods were wrong and would only “befog the
entire situation,” dimming the prospect for the Air Service.97 Hap
Arnold, another aviation pioneer and Mitchell supporter, reflected
on the trial years later and concluded that a different verdict would
probably have had no effect on the development of aviation, that the
dream he and Mitchell had for the Air Service would not be possible
until the late 1930s, when a “combination of technical advances
and the state of international relations” would induce a mushroom
growth of airpower.98 Mitchell supporters Carl Spaatz and Ira C.
Eaker concluded, however, that the Mitchell episode had been
essential to bring to public attention the neglect of military avia-
tion.99

A few days before the end of the trial, two weeks after the Morrow
Report, the Lampert Committee issued its report. It gave a much
darker picture of the condition of aviation in America than did the
Morrow group. It made 23 recommendations, the most important
being establishment of a Department of National Defense, a five-
year development program for aviation, representation for the Army
and Navy air services on the Army General Staff and the Navy
General Board, and separate, all-inclusive budgets for the air serv-
ices. A longer and detailed concurring report was filed by
Congressman Reid, counsel for Mitchell. The most important aspect
of his report was repetition of Mitchell's ideas on airpower. 100

With the Morrow and Lampert studies complete, the Mitchell
court-martial finished, the next move was up to Congress. The
House Committee on Military Affairs considered bills patterned
after the Morrow Board recommendations, the Lampert Committee
recommendations, and General Patrick’s Air Corps plan. Hearings
rehashed all the arguments of the past years.101

The first proposal considered by the House Mlhtary Affairs
Committee was a bill submitted by Representative Curry in
December 1925, patterned after recommendations of the Lampert
Committee. It proposed a Department of National Defense. To
counter this proposition, Rep. John M. Morin (R-Pa.) introduced a
bill incorporating the recommendations of the Morrow Board. The
Morin Bill had approval of the War Department. Debate in the hear-
ings became a tug-of-war between the two proposals. Patrick
repeated his suggestion that an acceptable compromise would be a
semi-independent Air Corps along the lines of the Marine Corps
within the Navy, and J. M. Wainwright submitted a bill incorporat-
ing these suggestions.102 Commonly known as the Patrick Bill, the
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Wainwright measure met immediate opposition from the War
Department. Fox Conner of the General Staff saw the measure as
an attempt by airmen to “escape control by the Chief of Staff, the
Adjutant General or the Inspector General.” He dubbed the meas-
ure a “promotion scheme.” Expressing an opinion commonly held in
the General Staff, he said that the Air Service as then organized was
well balanced with relation to the rest of the Army. The Patrick Bill
would destroy that balance. It would make the Air Corps a favored
branch.103 Concurring with the General Staff in opposing the
Patrick Bill, Secretary of War Dwight F. Davis (Weeks had retired
because of ill health) sent a long letter to the committee chairman,
Representative Morin, attacking the bill point by point. Davis gave
emphasis to Patrick’s proposal that the Air Corps have a separate
budget. He argued that the only possible reason for such a budget
would be to get more money. Under President Coolidge's economy
program, an increase in funds for the Air Service would have to be
paid by reduction elsewhere in the War Department budget. The
War Department in the past had taken funds from other branches
to meet needs of the Air Service and might do so again, but such
decisions had to be made with needs of the entire Army in mind.
“The Air Service requires fiscal control,” he added.104

Meanwhile, Mitchell and friends caused something of a “rhubarb”
by their continued effort to mobilize public opinion to influence the
Congress. Major Arnold and others “continued going out to Billy’s
home in Middleburg, Virginia, and also over to Capitol Hill, and
writing letters to keep up the fight.”105 One of their activities gave
Secretary Davis opportunity to take action against them. Allegedly
using a mimeograph machine in the Air Service headquarters in
Washington, they printed circulars which they apparently planned
to distribute.106 Davis directed the Inspector General to investigate
these activities which he said were designed to raise support for the
Patrick-Wainwright measure. The implication was that Patrick had
something to do with it. In reply, the ever-quotable Mitchell charged
that “the War Department was trying to bludgeon General Patrick
into silence. . . . He has taken my place and now they are going after
him."107 The headline in the Army and Navy Journal read “Air
Measures Menaced by Ugly Dispute.”108

Patrick issued a statement denying he was being bludgeoned into
silence.109 Quietly he conducted his own investigation, announcing
on 17 February 1926 that “only two officers in this office were con-
cerned in an attempt to influence legislation in what I regard as an
objectionable manner. Both of them were reprimanded, and one of
them, no longer wanted in my office, will be sent to another sta-
tion.”110 The officer reprimanded was Major Dargue. Major Arnold
was the officer no longer wanted and was exiled to Fort Riley, a
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cavalry post where he took command of an observation squadron.
In a letter to a friend in New York, Patrick explained that one or two
somewhat misguided officers had let their zeal lead them astray. He
remarked wistfully, “Things were really in fairly good shape until
this teapot tempest trouble.”111

Patrick understood that it was either going to be a compromise or
no legislation, and tried to calm things in a speech in Chicago. He
asked extremists on both sides to “kindly take a seat” while
Congress worked things out. The decision, he said, “rests with
Congress, which will probably take its stand somewhere between
the extremes of the enthusiasts and those who call themselves con-
servative.”112 ,

The compromise would likely be in favor of the War Department.
The president had made clear that he favored legislation to carry
out recommendations of the Morrow Board, but no further. In his
own inimitable style, Coolidge told reporters in a press conference,
“Now, I want to have a good Air Service here, the same as I want to
have a good Army and Navy, but I don’'t want to run to extremes
about it.”113 '

The compromise arrived at, after a stormy executive session of
the Military Affairs Committee on 3 March 1926, rejected both the
Morin Bill (the War Department measure} and the Patrick Bill by a
vote of 11 to 10. The bill advocating a department of air was defeat-
ed 16 to 5. The slate clean, a compromise exchanged a commitment
from the War Department to pursue a five-year aircraft development
program “to the extent that financial considerations permit” for an
agreement by General Patrick to go along with a bill advancing the
Morrow recommendations.114 After a few revisions, the committee
bill passed on 2 July 1926.115 The resultant Air Corps Act of 1926
changed the name of the Air Service to Air Corps, established the
five-year program, and provided an assistant secretary of war for
air. Other provisions addressed the issues of pay, promotion, and
General Staff representation, largely along lines recommended by -
the Morrow Board. Not at all what the air enthusiasts wanted, it
probably was the most they could have secured under the circum-
stances.

Army leaders were pleased that the air arm remained under War
Department control and that the first steps had been taken to
restore discipline. To them the whole affair had been, to a great
degree, a disciplinary problem. In these times of tight budgets the
whole Army had to work together if it was to survive. So they
emphasized the team spirit. They were willing to sacrifice for the
benefit of the air arm if it was for the good of the Army team as a
whole. What they could not countenance was rebellion, men like
Mitchell going outside the Army circle to preach airpower and bring
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outside pressure on the Army to favor the air arm unduly. In
December 1925, as the Mitchell trial ended, General Pershing wrote
to Gen William M. Wright: “There seems to be a Bolshevik bug in the
air . . . and all these men who have grouches seem to think they
must run to the press and have them aired.”116 Most Army leaders
felt it was high time the Army fumigate and innoculate against the
Bolshevik bug.

It had taken a long time, seven years after the Armistice, to shake
down the organization of the air arm of the United States Army, and
any observer from abroad must have thought that the only thing the
airmen could do well was to squabble with their superiors in the
War Department. All the while the types of planes becoming avalil-
able to air forces around the world, and the requirements upon
pilots flying those planes, were multiplying in a remarkable manner,
as technology was changing and the aircraft industry was coming of
age. To people like Mitchell, the future still seemed a wild, dreamy
affair in which wars would be fought in the air while noncombat-
ants watched helplessly below. In this great aerial Armageddon the
traditional armies and navies would be useless. The entire argu-
ment had risen to an intense level in the court-martial of Mitchell.
The opponents of Mitchell seemed so marked out for posterity as
they had filed into the room, those generals in their old First World
War high collars, facing the nattily attired man of the air. And yet,
like so many of the confrontations of life, this one was more appear-
ance than reality. Mitchell, of course, would have his influence in
the coming war in the person of young Major Arnold and through
the work of his other supporters. But the zealots saw only their own
problems and possibilities. They were like (to use a metaphor from
the horse age) animals with blinders. The major generals of the
court-martial scene were themselves fighters of a sort that the world
would need again, in another world war. The war of the future, so
dimly perceived in that middle year of the 1920s, the year 1926, was
to have a place for both visionaries and realists. Both of them would
be right, and in some respects both would be wrong.
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do it now. Next month will be too late. We are relying on you to do your share
of this work. Do not throw us down.
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Chapter 3
At War with the Navy

After less than a decade of heated publicity, celebrated aerial
demonstrations, congressional debates, and even a court-martial,
daring young men had established a new branch of the Army. They
wore their own uniform and had the bonus of flight pay and a pro-
motion rate comparable to other branches; a new assistant secre-
tary of war for air, F. Trubee Davison, who had been a supporter of
aviation for years; and, best of all, the promise of an increase in air-
craft and flight facilities through the five-year plan approved by
President Coolidge in 1926. In the air they were continuing to set
records, demonstrating their prowess. Against both the Navy and
foreign competitors, Army flyers in 1925 won the Pulitzer Trophy
and the international Schneider Cup. Lt Cy Bettis on 12 October
won the Pulitzer race in a specially built Curtiss R3C2 racer. Two
weeks later, in the same plane fitted with pontoons instead of
wheels, Lt James A. “Jimmy” Doolittle won the Schneider seaplane
race. In the winter of 1926-27, General Patrick’s flying instructor,
Major Dargue, led a flight of five Loening amphibians on a goodwill
tour of 25 Pan-American countries, covering some 22,065 miles.
And in the summer of 1927, Lt Lester J. Maitland and Lt Albert F.
Hegenberger succeeded where the Navy had failed. With Maitland at
the controls and Hegenberger navigating, they flew their Fokker Tri-
Motor from the continental United States to Hawaii. ‘

The aerial achievements of the Air Corps were impressive, but on
the ground, its battle for independence and for control over its own
budget had just begun. The War Department still controlled the
purse strings, and the five-year plan was jeopardized by Coolidge’s
failure to authorize extra funds to carry out the plan and by com-
petition with the Navy for available funds.

The problem of budgeting the five-year-program would dominate
Trubee Davison's term as assistant secretary.! His task was to per-
suade others in the War Department that it was in their best interest
to support Air Corps expansion. He would pledge that the Air Corps
would “study ways of making the best possible contribution to the
success of the Army as a whole,” but he was, above all, the defend-
ing champion of the Air Corps’s right to expand as technology
advanced. Aviation, he said when he began his term in 1926, “has
certainly not yet reached the end of its phenomenal development.”2

Davison had been chosen by Coolidge probably upon recom-
mendation of Dwight Morrow, who had been a friend and business
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assoclate of Davison’s father. While unknown in most Army circles,
Davison was readily accepted by flying officers. Trubee, as he liked
to be called, had been interested in aviation since before the World
War. As a freshman at Yale in 1915, he was a supporter of the Allies.
His enthusiasm led him in the summer of 1915 to volunteer to drive
ambulances in France and in the summer of 1916 to organize the
Yale Aviation Unit, which was equipped with flying boats paid for by
Davison's father and one of his father’s friends. The young men of
the Yale unit were to receive much praise for their initiative. After
the war, Adm William S. Sims, referring to the contribution of
American naval aviation to the war, said that “the great aircraft
force which was ultimately assembled in Europe had its beginnings
in a small group of undergraduates at Yale.” Fate denied Davison a
chance to share in the group’s combat experiences. On a training
flight over New York harbor in the summer of 1917, he crashed his
airplane; and when the crew of a nearby yacht freed him from the
tangled wires of the wreckage, his back was broken.3 His piloting
career had ended, but not his interest in aviation nor his energetic
and enthusiastic manner. After the war and graduation from Yale,
he sought a career in public service. Davison was aided by influen-
tial friends and a large inheritance from his father. The elder
Davison, who had been a partner in the J. P. Morgan banking
house, specified in his will that the fortune was to permit Trubee “to
devote himself to the public welfare.”4 He was elected to the New
York state legislature, and later, during the year prior to appoint-
ment as assistant secretary of war, gained prominence as chairman
of an unofficial National Crime Commission that included such
worthies as former Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes and
former Secretary of War Newton D. Baker.

As assistant secretary of war for air at age 30, he was charged
with a problem in which there was considerable national interest.
His authority, however, was not all that it appeared. The law creat-
ing his position had not outlined his duties; his power was
restricted to that given him by the secretary of war. He received no
authority over the Air Corps budget. He could argue the Air Corps
case within the War Department and attempt to influence budget
decisions, but he could not determine them.5

The ever-present problem of the budget set the Air Corps at odds
with other branches of the Army. In an era of severely limited budg-
ets, the Air Corps, with its highly expensive machines to buy and
maintain, never thought it was getting enough. The other branches,
of course, always thought it was getting too much. As a General
Staff study put it, “The amount of money appropriated for aerial
defense is limited each year,” and any expansion was “very likely to
be at the expense” of other services.6 Maj Gen John L. Hines, the
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chief of staff, a tough commander who emphasized team spirit—
individual discipline, self-sacrifice, no favoritism—described the sit-
uation as he saw it. The War Department, he said, was in “the posi-
tion of a penurious parent who is attempting to satisfy the appetites
and desires of a large, robust and energetic family. Few members of
our family fail to make known their wants, but they do not always
fully appreciate the equally important needs of their military rela-
tives.” He warned that Army planners should not forget that peace-
time organization of the military was a “compromise between mili-
tary expediency and cost,” with cost generally dictating. “Every
officer,” he declared, “should understand the principle of the mili-
tary supremacy of the dollar in time of peace.”?

Fears of Army leaders about where the money for the Air Corps
five-year plan was coming from were well founded. Funding of the
plan was to be done by normal procedures subject to control of
President Coolidge and his budget director. Coolidge had made his
position on the plan clear. “Now,” he said, “if it is desirable to have
more in the Air Service and more officers, why I think some provi-
sion ought to be made to meet that expenditure by a reduction of
expenditures in some other direction, especially so on account of
the present condition of the treasury.”8 The Army would have to pay
for the expansion of the Air Corps, but not immediately, because the
five-year plan was delayed a year. The Air Corps Act came too late
to be included in the budget for the fiscal year (FY) 1927 (July
1926-June 1927). Expansion began with FY 1928. Thereafter, every
year for five years, the Air Corps was built with funds and men
pared from other branches of the Army.9

The idea that a limited budget produces controversy applied
especially to the relationship of the Army’s Air Corps with the Navy,
heretofore the favored branch of the military. The Navy had plans
for air development and was proceeding with its five-year plan for
expansion of shore-based as well as carrier-based aircraft. It was
this latter point that caused concern in the War Department. Army
leaders acquiesced in expansion of the Air Corps partly because
they had little choice, partly because they could see a need to stay
abreast in aviation with modern armies in the world, but perhaps
because they realized that they had to make an attempt to meet
requirements of coastal defense or run the risk of losing that task
to either proponents of a separate air force or to the Navy.10

Warning from the Air Corps:
The Navy Is Coming Ashore!

Back in September 1925, in the midst of the uproar over Billy
Mitchell's charges against the War and Navy departments, General
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Patrick had suggested that the answer to the air dilemma was for
the War Department to lead the way in revising national defense
doctrine and establishing responsibilities of the land, sea, and air
arms in national defense plans. Even the most casual observer, he
argued, could see that the way to economize in the air arm was to
eliminate the duplication between the Army’s air arm and the
Navy's shore-based air units. This could be accomplished by basing
defense doctrine on what he described as three tactical defense
requirements against any major attack on the United States or its
territories. The requirements were determined by three possible
phases of any attack: the sea-action phase, the air-action phase,
and the land-action phase. The dominant role was held respectively
by sea power, airpower, and land power. He contended that respon-
sibility for action and therefore command authority should be held
by the arm playing the dominant role. The logic was obvious. In the
sea phase, which would take place “beyond the effective range of
shore-based aircraft,” the Navy would dominate the action sup-
ported by the Army and its air arm. If the Navy could not hold the
attacking force and it penetrated within range of land-based
bombers, the air-action phase would begin and command would
shift to the Army’s air arm with the Navy’s and Army’s land forces
- In support roles. If the enemy were not stopped in the air-action
phase and should threaten the shore, command would shift to the
Army land commander. By dividing the functions and responsibili-
ties of the air, sea, and land forces and by organizing and equipping
the forces accordingly, Patrick contended that duplication could be
eliminated not only between the Army and Navy air arms but
between the Army’s air arm and its coastal artillery. The General
Staff was involved in preparing testimony for the Morrow hearing
when Patrick submitted these suggestions in a report entitled
“Study in Economy of Administration,” and there was no immediate
reaction.l11

General Patrick’s suspicions about the Navy coming ashore
seemed to be confirmed six months later when the Navy revealed
that its five-year plan included a large increase in shore-based air-
craft—from 334 planes for 1927 to 583 at the end of five years (this
compared to a planned 534 planes afloat).12 Patrick was sure that
the Navy was engaged in a clever plan to take over all coastal defense.
Traditionally, coastal defense had been the responsibility of the
Army. Freed from the duty of patrolling the coastline, the Navy
could concentrate the fleet to pursue offensive operations at sea.
This was in accord with the principles of America’s renowned naval
strategist, Capt Alfred T. Mahan. The range of the Army’s coastal
artillery was to be the dividing line between Army and Navy respon-
sibilities. But now that the airplane had increased the range of both
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the fleet and coastal defense, it appeared to Patrick that the Navy
was intent upon taking over both functions. There would be no
direct assault upon the Army’'s position; naval officers were too
clever for that. They would deny that they coveted the Army’s
coastal defense. At the same time, they would oppose any decision
on the line between Army and Navy responsibilities. Patrick rea-
soned that they would quietly build up their shore establishments
(Hawaii, Panama, and San Diego). Then they would argue that to
avoid duplication the aerial functions in “coast defense should be
turned over to the Navy Department, which is already provided with
the equipment and facilities for that purpose.” If they accomplished
that, the next step would be to claim that in interest of unity of com-
mand the Navy should control all coastal defense. The implications
of the Navy's assault upon the Army’s functions would not stop. If
the Navy controlled coastal defense, it would have the only need for
bombers and pursuit aircraft in peacetime. This really meant,
Patrick said, that “when the seacoast fortifications and air defense
of our coasts are turned over to the Navy, there will be a great
reduction in the land armed forces. So far as the air component of
the Army is concerned, this may logically be reduced to nothing
more than the observation aircraft accompany this much reduced
Army.” To avoid these dire consequences, he urged the War
Department to take immediate measures to obtain a proper air pro-
gram of its own.13 :

Patrick had his private source of information about the Navy's
“footholds on the beach.” Had he been called upon to provide evi-
dence he could have presented many letters from friends of the
Army who were watching and reporting on the Navy’'s activities in
Hawaii, Panama, and San Diego. Typical of Patrick informers was
retired Maj Gen J. E. Kuhn of Coronado, California. “I am not try-
ing to ‘start’ anything,” wrote Kuhn as he told Patrick of Navy
attempts to supplant the Army at Rockwell Field on North Island
near San Diego, but merely wanted to make sure Patrick was
informed.14 Patrick replied that he had been fighting Navy
encroachments for four years and intended to battle to the end. “It's
a tough fight, but if we are beaten, we will go down with our flag fly-
ing. I do not propose to surrender.”15 This was just nine days before
he detailed his suspicions to the War Department.

Hines and staff were not to be stampeded by Patrick’s warnings.
They did not believe the threat of encroachment to be serious. It
appeared that Patrick’s purpose was to take advantage of contro-
versy between the Army and Navy and to secure for his own branch
the predominant role in coastal zones. The War Plans Division
assured Hines and the General Staff that while aviation had com-
plicated the situation, the problem remained a line between Army
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and Navy responsibility for defense, between sea power and land
power, but that there was no need for a three-way division. 16

Still, there was an urgent problem, and aviation lay at its center.
Since the World War, technology had increased the range and strik-
ing power of the airplane, causing constant reevaluation of Army
and Navy air forces. This generated controversy between the two
services. Congress had taken up the problem in 1919 and 1920
and, after much debate, the House included in the appropriations
bill for 1920 a proviso that “hereafter the Army Air Service shall
control all aerial operations from land bases, the Naval Aviation
shall have control of all aerial operations attached to a fleet.” The
Navy convinced the Senate to change the provision by adding that
the Navy also could have “shore stations whose maintenance is nec-
essary for operation connected with the fleet, for construction and
experimentation, and for training of personnel.”i7 The change satis-
fied the Navy but not the Army, particularly Army aviators. In the
years that followed, and as the Navy built up its shore installations,
controversy arose over the meaning of “shore stations whose main-
tenance is necessary for operation connected with the fleet.”

When it appeared that some of the Navy's shore-based aviation
duplicated functions of the Army air arm and was only tangentially
related to the operation of a fleet, Army leaders pressed for a defini-
tion that would limit the Navy’s activities ashore. That was part of
what Secretary Weeks was trying to do in early 1924 when he pro-
posed to coordinate the Lassiter plan for Air Service expansion with
the Navy's aviation expansion program. “My idea is that we should
agree on our relative missions,” he told Secretary of the Navy
Denby.18 This would provide the basis for a joint request for appro-
priations. Denby rejected the suggestion. He told the secretary of
war that he could see no relation between appropriations for Army
and Navy aviation. Ignoring the Navy's land-based aircraft, he
implied that all the Navy’s aviation was, by definition, fleet aviation.
“There seems to me,” he said, “to be no more reason for pooling the
appropriations for fleet-shore aviation than there is for pooling the
appropriations for battleships and forts.”19

In 1924, Denby's successor, Curtis D. Wilbur, reiterated these
views,20 while Rear Adm William A. Moffett, head of the Bureau of
Aeronautics and senior Navy member of the Joint Aeronautical
Board, said that neither the Army nor Navy should try to tell the
other what types and how many planes it should have.2! Resistance
by the Navy to a redefinition of the functions of Army and Navy avi-
ation persisted throughout the Mitchell uproar in 1925 and the con-
gressional activity of early 1926 that resulted in the Army Air Corps
Act.
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Now that both the Army and Navy had approved the five-year air
plans competing for appropriations, it occurred to Army leaders
that the Navy might be more responsive to a decision on the issue.
There was criticism in Congress over costs of the two plans, and if
the War and Navy Departments did not try to eliminate the possi-
bility of duplication, Congress might do it in a way that would ben-
efit neither the Army nor Navy.22 After a comprehensive review of
studies by the General Staff and the Air Corps, along with the opin-
ion of the judge advocate general, the War Plans Division drafted a
proposal for revision of the aviation policies of the Army and Navy.
While it declared that there had been comparatively little duplica-
tion of equipment and installations thus far, considerable duplica-
tion could result if the present policies were not changed. The
changes suggested did not require legislative action; in fact, the War
Plans Division advised against bringing Congress into the question
if it could be avoided. If the War and Navy departments could not
reach an agreement, the issue should be referred to the president
for a decision, not to the Congress. Having thus laid the ground
rules for changing the policy, the War Plans Division suggested that
the Army's authority over coastal defense extend to the operating
range of land-based aircraft and that the Navy retain control over
sea-lanes within the coastal zone. Its air activities in support of that
function were to be limited to reconnaissance and patrol of the
coastal sea zone, convoy operations, and “attacks on isolated ves-
sels and detachments,” all of these activities to be done with “scout-
ing and patrol types of naval aircraft.” Land-based bombardment
and pursuit aviation was to be in the domain of the Army Air Corps.
Relating these proposed policies to the touchy question of who
might buy what kinds of airplanes, the War Plans Division con-
tended that joint aircraft policy should limit procurement of aircraft
and establishment of bases by the War and Navy departments to
that necessary to perform their respective primary functions.
Functions of Army, Navy, and Marine Corps aircraft should be
clearly shown as derivations of the general functions of the Army,
Navy, and Marine Corps.23

These proposals, particularly the last, were hardly what General
Patrick had envisioned, but he concurred in the suggestion to send
them to the Joint Board for consideration. “I still think,” he said,
“that it leaves open the door to some duplication of land stations . . .
which in my opinion is undesirable, but which as the law now
stands, I cannot see any way to avoid.”24 After the Joint Board con-
sidered the proposals and the studies made to define the primary
and secondary functions of Army and Navy aircraft, it finally made
a ruling that became policy after approval of the secretary of war
and the secretary of the Navy in early December of 1926.
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The critical provision in the policy was one sentence: “To avoid
duplication in peace-time procurement, the Navy’s land-based air-
craft procured for the conduct of the secondary functions of naval
air component will be limited to those primarily designed and ordi-
narily used for scouting and patrolling over the sea.”25 To the Army,
this meant that the Navy was prohibited from procuring or main-
taining bombardment, pursuit, or attack airplanes on land bases.
However, as later developments proved, the Navy still had its own
interpretation of “primary functions.”

Not a Matter of Law

The Army's satisfaction with the Joint Board's decision evapo-
rated when it became clear that the Navy still intended to supply
torpedo planes to Pearl Harbor and to Coco Solo in Panama. In a
meeting of the Joint Aeronautical Board in early May 1927, Patrick
and Admiral Moffett clashed. Patrick argued that the Air Corps
already had bombing planes at Hawaii and Panama and that Navy
torpedo planes would duplicate their mission. He admitted it was
difficult to separate Army and Navy aerial functions since there was
no coastline in the air, but as long as a separate air force was unac-
ceptable, the only way for the Army and Navy to avoid duplication
was to agree upon a division of functions and live by it. Moffett
agreed that Army bombers and Navy torpedo planes were similar
types, but said their wartime assignments were different; there was
no duplication. Planes the Navy had planned for Pearl Harbor and
Coco Solo were three-purpose aircraft—for reconnaissance as well
as for torpedoing and bombing. Since the Army seemed bent on
interpreting Joint Board policy in such a way as to prevent the Navy
from procuring shore-based bomber aircraft, which Moffett argued
were essential to the Navy's wartime mission, he proposed a change
in wording of the policy. To the controversial sentence that limited
the Navy to aircraft “primarily designed and ordinarily used for
scouting and patrolling over the sea,” he would add “and for attack-
Ing enemy vessels over the sea by torpedoing and bombing."26

Patrick, Moffett, and other members of the Aeronautical Board
again referred the problem to the Joint Board, which wrangled over
it for more than a year. War-and Navy Department planning staffs
spent hours preparing studies to support their positions. Among
War Department planners, there was growing support of Patrick’s
theory that the Navy intended to take over all bombardment avia-
tion. Majors J. D. Reardon and J. N. Greely, assigned by the head
of War Plans to write a review of the military role of aircraft, reported
that expanding Navy air might force the Army Air Corps inland from
the coasts; this was “not an imaginary danger.”27
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“The Navy is violating the law,” said Brig Gen James E. Fechet,
assistant chief of the Air Corps. The chief of staff ordered the judge
advocate general to investigate that possibility. No law could be
found prohibiting the Navy from building land-based torpedo
planes; if the Navy was violating anything, it was an agreement with
the Army.28 To officers of the General Staff, the latter was problem
enough. It raised again the worry that if the Army and Navy could
not agree under the existing law, Congress would change the law
and the old question of an independent air corps might surface once
more. Col Stanley D. Embick, acting chief of War Plans, warned Gen
Charles P. Summerall, then chief of staff, that “it could afford a
cogent argument for those who advocate a consolidated Air Corps or
a Department of National Defense."29

Summerall was not one to provide arguments for an independent
air corps or a department of national defense. Described by some
observers as the Cromwell of the American Army, he was a man of
conviction, which is a polite way of saying he was stubborn. In com-
. bat, he had been fearless in imposing his will upon the enemy. In
peacetime, he channeled his energies into the battle for command.
He was efficient, fiercely loyal to the Army, ruthless toward com-
petitors, coldly intolerant of inefficiency or opposition from subordi-
nates. Respected throughout the Army, he was anything but well -
liked. This was especially true among air officers who considered
Summerall the archetype of Army conservatives who knew nothing
of the potential of aviation nor cared to learn. They were correct in
part. Summerall had a vast ignorance of the technical aspects of
aviation. To him that was the domain of the airmen. His interest in
the Air Corps was on a different level.30 Since the Air Corps was a
necessary branch of the Army, he was interested in keeping it under
Army control. Since it was an unusually expensive branch, he was
interested in keeping its cost down. And since the coastal defense
was essential to the Army, for budget reasons if no other, he was
interested in defending the Air Corps against Navy encroachment.31
These concerns put him in agreement with the General Staff in the
controversy with the Navy. To avoid the risk of losing control of the
Air Corps, he felt that every effort should be taken to keep the issue
out of Congress. To keep costs down, competition between the
Army’s and Navy’s five-year plans had to be avoided. To protect the
Army’s coastal defense mission, he believed Navy encroachment
had to be stopped. All this emphasized the necessity of a binding
agreement with the Navy as soon as possible.

Brig Gen George S. Simonds, chief of War Plans, believed that the
only way to solve the problem was to “shove it right up to the C-in-C,
the President of the United States.” It was the kind of issue that
should be solved by command, “not by litigation and quarrelling
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among the subordinates on each side.”32 Known to his friends as
Sue, Simonds was respected in Army circles for judgment and abil-
ity to see things in the broadest perspective. On this issue some offi-
cers on the General Staff agreed with him. Submitting the problem
to the president had been a recognized alternative. Shortly after the
Aeronautical Board put the problem back on the Joint Board,
Colonel Embick had suggested that the president should be asked
to decide in case the Joint Board was unable to agree. After strug-
gling with the problem throughout the rest of 1927 and the early
part of 1928, Army members of the Joint Board did propose putting
the issue before the president, but Navy members would not
agree.33
In the summer of 1928, prompted by a congressional resolution
to “make a full investigation of the problem of the control of sea-
- coast defense,” the Joint Board began to move toward agreement.
Senator Bingham had introduced the resolution on 23 February,
and it passed the Senate in May and was referred to the Rules
Committee.34 Upon request of General Summerall, Rep. W. Frank
James (R-Mich.), acting chairman of the House Committee on
Military Affairs, put off the investigation until the next session of
Congress by getting the resolution referred to his committee.35 This
was to give the Joint Board time to come to an agreement, which it
finally did on 16 August. Perhaps because machinations in
Congress caused more anxiety among Army leaders than among
Navy leaders, the agreement was more a compromise for the Army
than the Navy. The board found “no duplication of functions or mis-
sions and therefore no duplication of types of planes” in the two
services’ five-year programs. The Army agreed that neither service
should interfere with the other's development and procurement of
planes necessary to accomplish its mission. At Pearl Harbor and
Coco Solo, the Navy would not include any special combat planes in
its program, that is, bombers or pursuit, but would limit its aircraft
either to scouting or patrol types or the so-called three-purpose
plane that would normally be for scouting and patrolling and only
incidentally for bombing.36
Unfortunately, for the War Department this agreement by the
Joint Board failed to accomplish its purpose, just as had previous
agreements. For a while the controversy did subside. Everyone in
Washington was preoccupied with the presidential campaign
between Herbert C. Hoover, Coolidge’s secretary of commerce, and
the governor of New York, Alfred E. Smith. The campaign provided
newspapers with copy and the Washington bureaucracy with diver-
sion while they waited for the nation’s officials to return from the
hustings. There was a lull in bureaucratic infighting and General
Simonds could report to Maj Gen Malin Craig, then Army commander
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in the Canal Zone: “No news or gossip in the War Department.”37
With Hoover the winner, Congress was back in session early in
1929, and the lull had ended. With return to “business as usual”
in Washington, the coastal defense controversy and threats of
congressional investigation revived, despite the Joint Board
agreement. '

Army fears about congressional intervention seemed justified
when Senator Bingham on 12 January 1929 acknowledged the
Joint Board agreement but declared that there was evidence of
“incomplete reconciliation” of Army and Navy views on coastal
defense. It was not likely, he claimed, that the issue would be
resolved until either the president or Congress took a hand.
Implying that the president’'s inaction left the matter up to
Congress, he indicated his intention to try to revise his resolution to
create a joint committee to investigate; and as Army planners
tensed in anticipation, Senator King expressed hope that in con-
nection with these investigations Congress would take up the ques-
tion of a department of national defense. “With these quarrels and
contentions,” he said, “these overlappings, and this uncertainty as
to jurisdiction in these departments, it is obvious that there should

" be one department of national defense.”38 '

During the next weeks, the War Department tried to block
Bingham's maneuvering. While admitting that the Joint Board
agreement had not put the issue to rest and that controversy
between the Army and Navy on coastal defense would likely reap-
pear, the Army argued that a legislative solution would make mat-
ters worse. In a letter to Sen. David A. Reed (R-Pa.), chairman of the
Military Affairs Committee, Secretary Davison laid out the Army’s
views. Extremely rapid development of aviation, he said, required

" constant “redetermination of the roles of all arms in both the Army
and the Navy.” The recent Joint Board decision was not a perma-
nent solution nor was it so intended. As development continued,
problems would change, requiring new solutions. He contended
that the Joint Board gave the Army and Navy flexibility. Legislation
establishing the role of aviation in coastal defense could destroy
flexibility.39 o _

The maneuvering ended on 4 March 1929, with Bingham the vic-
tor, for his resolution passed the House of Representatives. The
Joint Committee on Aerial Coastal Defense made up of five senators
and congressmen was formed with Bingham as chairman.40

The Bingham Committee began its investigation in late April with
questionnaires to the War and Navy departments and letters solic-
iting opinions of noted military and naval authorities, including
Admiral Sims and General Pershing. The War and Navy depart-
ments collaborated on the questionnaire, agreeing on every item
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except one concerning joint occupancy of North Island. Knowing its
facilities gave it the stronger claim, the Navy said the Army should
leave. The Army would not agree, especially since there was no
arrangement on where facilities for the vacating service would be
established or how they would be financed. The question caused the
new Hoover administration’s Secretary of War James W. Good and
Secretary of the Navy Charles F. Adams to exchange several letters.
But during the committee hearings, which were held in early May,
Bingham made clear that his target was the fundamental issue of
whether the Army or Navy should have primary responsibility for
defending the coasts against an attacking fleet of aircraft carriers.4!

In a heated cross-examination of General Summerall and
Assistant Secretary Davison, it became clear that Bingham favored
the Navy. Quoting long passages from Admiral Sims's letter to the
committee, he challenged the chief of staff and assistant secretary
to tell him why defending against such an attack, obviously the
responsibility of the Navy on the high seas, should suddenly
become the Army’s responsibility when the attackers came in range
of land-based aircraft. Summerall tried to explain that the shift of
responsibility would not occur instantaneously, that the defense
would be a joint operation—the Navy commanding when its inter-
ests were dominant, the Army when an actual threat to the coast
gave it the dominant interest. This, Bingham argued, would require
Army and Navy flyers to work together, and he doubted that they
could. Quoting Sims, he maintained that even if the Army pilots
were all Lindberghs, they still could not operate efficiently with the
fleet because of their shore-based training. To operate with the fleet,
pilots had to have “the kind and amount of training that can be got-
ten only by living and training with the fleet.” Summerall retorted
that “that is not what we are talking about at all,” and he and
Bingham argued until the hearing adjourned. Summerall's last
words were, “It is an Army job to attack everything within the
coastal zone which the Army protects. And it is a Navy job to go with
the fleet and to patrol the coast."42 ‘

Bingham’s next move seemed an effort to force an arbitrary solu-
tion of the problem. Three days after his exchange with Summerall,
the senator wrote Secretary of War Good, asking that he refer the
following question to the attorney general:

Is there anything in existing statutes which would prevent the Navy from
establishing a shore base and equipping it with adequate aircraft intended to
operate as an air force capable of delivering an independent blow directed
against an enemy aircraft carrier or carriers three hundred miles out at sea?
This question is based upon the assumption that the aircraft in question are
to be used in connection with the Fleet when the Fleet is in the waters near to
the station, and that the aircraft is suitable for such use and that the shore
base is near or adjolning an important harbor or naval base.43
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Good replied that he did not have authority to refer such a ques-
tion to the attorney general.44 Secretary of the Navy Adams appar-
ently did not feel so restricted, for he sent two questions to Atty Gen
William D. Mitchell in response to a similar request from Bingham.
He asked “whether the Army appropriations act of 5 June 1920, 41
Stat. 954, or any other statute, is properly to be construed as
restricting naval control of aerial operations over the sea from shore
stations established and maintained by the Navy.” If so, he asked
whether such law should not be judged “invalid as constituting an
unauthorized restriction upon the constitutional power of the
President as Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy.” The
Navy’s judge advocate general prepared a long brief.45 Secretary
Good, informed by Adams of the Navy's action, had the Army’s
judge advocate prepare a brief. It rephrased the Navy's first ques-
tion to require a decision not only as to the Navy’s right to control
aerial operations from shore bases, but as to the character of such
shore stations that the Navy might be authorized.46 Again, all the
debating came to nothing. Attorney General Mitchell on 17 January
1930 informed both departments that the matter was “beyond the
proper limits of my authority.”47

This much-discussed, much-probed law was vague on the
coastal defense issue, else there would not have been so much dis-
agreement. Perhaps that was the reason the attorney general shied
away from it. More likely the issue was, as General Simonds put it,
a matter of command rather than of law. Too much was at stake for
both the Army and Navy to agree calmly between themselves. The
agreement that would ultimately come, the MacArthur-Pratt
Agreement, would be based more on the ingenuity of one man than
on any reconciliation between the War and Navy departments.

The MacArthur-Pratt Agreement

While the attorney general was deliberating on his decision not to
decide, the Army obtained a new secretary of war, and the Navy cov-
ered itself with glory—at least in the Navy's opinion—in maneuvers
against the Panama Canal, which was defended by the Army.

The 1929 summer maneuvers in the Canal Zone were to demon-
strate the superiority of a carrier attack force over land-based
defenses, and they were a great success. Although the defenders of
the canal knew the day of the planned mock attack and had as
many airplanes as the attacking fleet, the “enemy” was able to come
within 150 miles of the Pacific side of the Panama Canal before
launching bombers in the predawn darkness from the carrier
Saratoga. “The enemy air fleet was over the Panama Canal by the
time that the defenders knew it was coming,” boasted Assistant
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Secretary of the Navy Ernest L. Jahncke. Dropping their bombs on
the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores locks before returning to the carri-
ers, the attackers left the Panama Canal, theoretically at least, “an
impassable wreck.” In a speech in his hometown of New Orleans,
Jahncke warned that the next war would be decided in the air by
the Navy. “When you can get your aircraft even 250 miles off your
enemy'’s coast,” he said, “the majority of your airplanes will reach
their objectives and drop their bombs with deadly effect. The only
answer to an attack like that is an equal or superior force of your
aircraft carriers, protected by both their own armament and an
escort of fast cruisers and destroyers, able to put out to sea at top
speed and attack the enemy before his air fleet can be launched. A
Navy limited to the surface of the sea might as well be scrapped.”48

“Such propaganda makes me very hostile,” wrote General Craig
in a letter to Simonds, his friend in the War Department. Beginning
with the usual “My dear Sue,” Craig complained that during the
maneuvers the Navy “completely ignored” the Army. While he
admitted that the fleet’s aircraft work was excellent, it was also
“pure propaganda.” He claimed that the Army knew every move of
the Saratoga and that Army aircraft, though few in number, did
their job. The Navy had ignored the Army. It was not, he concluded,
a joint maneuver in any sense of the word.49 In the view of Army
leaders, the Navy's conduct in the Panama maneuvers and the
propaganda that followed was further evidence of an intention to
belittle the Army and take the mission of defending the coasts. But
aside from private complaints of the Army commander in the Canal
Zonme to his friend Sue, there was little evidence to refute Jahncke’s
claims. The battle against the Navy was becoming more and more
an uphill fight.

Fortunately for the Army, Patrick J. Hurley, who had made a
career out of uphill fights, became secretary of war on 9 December
1929. Some three weeks earlier, Secretary Good had died from an
attack of appendicitis. A westerner from Oklahoma, Hurley was a
self-made man. When 11 years old, he had done a man’s work for
the Atoka Coal and Mining Company driving a cantankerous old
mule named “Kicking Pete.” When the mule one day kicked him, he
picked up a two-by-four and brained Kicking Pete. Now he was a
millionaire and at 46 the youngest member of the president’s cabi-
net. In his rise from mule driver to cowboy, to lawyer, to rancher, to
oilman, to millionaire, to secretary of war, Hurley had picked up
some of the trappings of culture. He possessed money, education,
fine houses, and a charming wife. When “all spiffed up” for a state
dinner at the White House or to review the troops, he looked as royal
as any duke. But he never quite lost the rough edges of an Oklahoma
boy made good. Enthusiastic, energetic, a bit overconfident, he
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favored the direct approach to problems, and the shortcut if he saw
- one. That was the way he would approach the coastal defense con-
troversy. He would meet it head on, and, unlike his easy-going pre-
decessor who had given General Summerall a free hand, Hurley
would insist on being in the action.50
In early January of 1930, even before Attorney General Mitchell
put the problem back in the laps of the secretaries of war and the
Navy, the General Staff had begun a review of the controversy. The
annual battle of the budget was underway in Congress, and the
Navy had made no sign that it intended to withdraw its request for
torpedo planes for Pearl Harbor in Hawaii and Coco Solo in Panama
and for facilities for their maintenance and operation. In the War
Plans Division, General Simonds pondered the Army’s alternatives.
The matter could again be put before the Joint Board. But that
agency had already made “an honest attempt to make an obscure
law workable” and failed. Now that both the Army and Navy judge
advocates had prepared long briefs, they would undoubtedly be
involved in the board’s proceedings. Lawyers could only muddle the
situation. He considered the possible results of a new Joint Board
agreement. If the Joint Board agreed with the Army, there was no
assurance that the Navy would abide by the agreement. In his opin-
ion, they had not done so in the past. If the Joint Board disagreed
with the Army, the Army would lose “its present favorable position
of having both the law and the approved Joint Board decisions
behind it.” If the Joint Board was out, then what of taking the issue
to Congress? The Army did have its champions on Capitol Hill. Just
recently, Rep. Henry E. Barbour (R-Calif.), chairman of the
Subcommittee on Army Appropriations, had noted Navy encroach-
ments into “certain activities that have to do with land defense” and
suggested “a study be made with a view to placing the entire land
defense with the Army.” That sounded good, but Simonds knew that
congressional action on this issue still contained dangers. The
naval lobby and proponents of a consolidated department of
national defense were much alive. Considering all the possibilities,
it appeared to Simonds, now more than ever, that only the president
could end the controversy.51
Whereas Secretary Good had shied away from the idea of going to
the president, Hurley did not. On 18 February 1930, he posted a let-
ter to Hoover. “In the interest of economy,” he wrote, “and in the
interest of a sound organization of the National Defense, I feel that
the question as to whether or not the Navy may establish land-
based tactical airplane units should be given a definite decision by
you as the Commander-in-Chief of the Army and Navy.” He
included a study by the General Staff supporting the Army’s posi-
tion. “Should you agree to the Army view,” he said, “may I suggest
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that the object may be accomplished by instructions issued by you
to the War and Navy Departments and to the Director of the Bureau
of the Budget as follows,” and he quoted a passage prepared by the
War Plans Division that would limit Navy land-based airplanes to
trainers and experimental models.52

Hurley’s letter prompted a rebuttal from Jahncke, acting secre-
tary of the Navy in the absence of Secretary Adams, and that letter
was in turn rebutted by Hurley. Jahncke's argument was that the
Army should not be concerned with types of airplanes the Navy
used or where those planes were based but with their functions. He
assured the president that the Navy was not infringing on functions
to which the Army could lay legitimate claim. The Navy could use
sea-based planes to perform these functions, he admitted, but
land-based planes were more economical.53 Hurley’s rebuttal
emphasized the economic part of the problem. In peacetime, he
argued, economy would not permit the services all their wartime
functions. They must limit themselves to their primary functions.
Referring to the writings of Mahan, he noted that the Navy’s func-
tion was to be prepared to defeat or contain an enemy fleet on the
high seas. While coastal defense was a primary mission for the
Army during peace, it was not for the Navy; indeed, he argued, none
of the functions of the Navy's land-based aircraft could be consid-
ered primary. Implying that the Navy's intent was to push the Army
back from the coast, Hurley warned that the “defense of the coast is
inseparable from that of the interior. The whole must be left to the
Army, or turned over in entirety to the Navy."54

Hurley’s attempt to press Hoover for a decision failed. The presi-
dent recognized that there was a problem and that it had economic
as well as military implications. The military aspects of the problem
he passed back to the two secretaries to work out. “In order that we
may have some conclusion” on the economic aspects of the prob-
lem, as he put it, he asked the Bureau of Efficiency to investigate
the matter.55 Designed for the task of investigating other agencies
for lack of budget restraint, the bureau had been criticized during
the 1920s and early 1930s for its mushrooming cost and ineffi-
ciency.

By this time, the enmity between Army and Navy officers involved
in the controversy had reached such a level that an understanding
was almost impossible. The two services reconnoitered each other
like feuding clansmen. Surveillance included closely watching each
other’s activities both on and off duty, observing which officers were
assigned where, and even keeping count of buildings being put up.
In his letters to “Dear Sue,” Craig, in the Canal Zone, described
such intrigues as sending two Army officers incognito to find a suit-
able landing strip in the Caribbean for ferrying Army aircraft from
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the United States to the Canal Zone. To ensure that the Navy knew
nothing of this activity, Craig even arranged for the trip’s cost, $175,
to be sent from Washington rather than go through the post quarter-
master.56 It was clearly understood by both Army and Navy com-
manders that one of their jobs was to keep close watch on each other.
As Craig observed to Sue, “These high-ranking Navy officers are
splendid fellows personally, but they are coached to a fare-you-well
on questions in which the Navy is interested and, if they do not put
over their jobs, up comes a new one who is fully up to date.”57

In Washington, informal meetings were occasionally held
between representatives from the two departments. One such meet-
ing was held on the morning of 6 August 1930. It began with a
snafu, and went downhill from there. Hurley had made the arrange-
ments with Adams; they would meet in Hurley's office. Adams was
to bring his assistant secretary for air, David S. Ingalls. Hurley
expected to have the “usual delegation"—Davison, Summerall,
Fechet, now chief of the Air Corps, and Simonds. But when Adams
and Ingalls arrived at Hurley’s ornate office in the War Department,
only Hurley was there. Davison, Simonds, and Fechet were out of
town, and Summerall, who was to have informed them of the meet-
ing, was in the hospital. With a few panic phone calls for help, a
team of pinch hitters was found, including General Foulois, then
assistant chief of the Air Corps, and Col R. S. Pratt of War Plans.

The meeting resulted in a great deal of argument and little else.
Adams and Ingalls insisted that the Navy was living up to the Joint
Board agreement. Colonel Pratt contended that by substituting tac-
tical planes for patrol planes, the Navy was not living up to the
agreement, and produced a table to show the “great increase” in
tactical planes at Pearl Harbor and Coco Solo. The increase, Adams
retorted, was part of the Navy's five-year program, which the Joint
Board had approved. To which Pratt replied that he understood that
while the Navy program gave the number of planes, it did not spec-
ify types. He added that the Army’s objection was not to the Navy
procuring patrol planes, but to substituting bombing planes for
patrol planes. “I am not certain that my statement as to the Naval
Five-Year Program was correct,” Pratt admitted later, “but as I antic-
ipated when I made it, Mr. Adams wasn't certain about it either.”58

Later in the meeting, Adams said that it was inconceivable that
the Navy could not keep a hostile fleet from approaching the coast
and therefore coastal defenses were an “unnecessary expense.” This
statement set “Pat” Hurley off. Now, he said, he could see that his
subordinates were right when they had told him the Navy intended
to push the Army off the coast. For years the Army had given in to
the Navy. It could give no more; it would have to “fight for its very
existence.” Then, as Pratt later explained, “Adams tried to smooth
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over what he had said, but unfortunately for him he had spilled the
beans.” When Foulois chimed in to give examples of Navy encroach-
ments—their “squatting on Bolling Field,” their attempts to shoul-
der the Army off North Island—Hurley snorted that in early days
back in Oklahoma men were shot for that sort of thing.59

Throughout the meeting the two secretaries did most of the talk-
ing, addressing each other very formally as “Mr. Secretary”—except
when Adams was trying to smooth things over by using first names.
Several times Adams charged that Hurley's taking the matter to the
president had been unethical. Hurley's reply was that he had done
so only after Adams had taken the matter to the attorney general.
That was different, Adams argued, because Senator Bingham had
directed it. Hurley replied that Bingham was “entirely pro-Navy”
and had once told him that “he intended to see the Navy gets
Panama and Oahu.” When Adams and Ingalls left Hurley's office
they were still convinced that the Navy was well within its rights to
build torpedo planes. Hurley and aides remained convinced that the
Navy was trying to come ashore.60

Both departments reported to President Hoover on their failure to
find any common ground. Assistant Secretary of War Frederick H.
Payne, who reported for the War Department because Hurley had
gone out of town, charged that “in recent years naval forces have
been allowed to develop to such an extent that the Navy now has the
nucleus of a self-contained Department of National Defense.” This,
he argued, was a trend that could be harmful to both the Army and
the Navy. That it threatened to hurt the Army was obvious, but it
threatened to destroy the mobility of the Navy. He suggested to the
president that the “present effort of the Navy to build up shore-
based aviation is a repetition of the ‘gunboat’ and ‘monitor’ policy of
defense which existed previous to the Spanish-American War.” It
would tie the Navy to the shore.61

It was perhaps the influence of Payne’s letter, but more likely the
native cleverness of a new chief of naval operations, which in early
October of 1930 brought about an important change in the Navy's
aviation policy. Adm William V. Pratt, who took office charge on 17
September 1930, was a progressive admiral of the so-called Sims
school. Although he and Admiral Sims had had a falling out after
the World War when Pratt was caught in a feud between Sims and
Josephus Daniels, the wartime secretary of the Navy, the two men
were much alike in their open attitude toward change in the Navy.
Sims was a bit more impressed with the potential of naval aviation,
but Pratt was by no means a battleship admiral, nor would he
weaken naval aviation in any deals with the Army.62

Pratt’s changes in aviation policy were first announced on 8
October 1930, with a reorganization affecting shore-based aircraft in
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Hawaii and Panama. Carrier Division One, which included the
aircraft carrier Langley and the aircraft tenders Wright, Sandpiper;
and Teal, was to be reassigned to the Scouting Fleet and have
attached to it “such naval planes as are operating in the Canal Zone.”
In Hawaii, the Mine Force (which included the minelayer Oglala, four
light minelayers, and four minesweepers) was to be the fleet base for
the naval aircraft at Pearl Harbor. With this reorganization, the Navy
could now call all of its aviation fleet-based aviation. Aircraft at Coco
Solo, having been attached to aircraft carriers and aircraft tenders,
could conceivably move with the fleet. Aircraft at Pearl Harbor which
were reassigned remained where they had been; their move to the
fleet was only on paper.63 On 28 November 1930, Admiral Pratt
issued the formal policy change. A memorandum entitled Naval Air
Operating Policy was sent to all ships and stations and to Donald P.
Evans who was conducting the Bureau of Efficiency’s investigation
ordered by Hoover: “All aircraft assigned to tactical units will be
mobile in order to operate with the fleet. Mobility will be achieved by
the use of carriers and tenders.” The primary purpose of naval avia-
tion was to develop “the offensive power of the Fleet and of advanced
base expeditionary forces.” Coastal defense was defined as a sec-
ondary purpose, and “Naval aircraft operations in peace do not con-
template the development of the secondary purpose.” Further, the
memorandum stated, “Airplanes stationed during peace at Coco Solo
and Pear]l Harbor, as an initial deployment, will be of the long-range
patrol type, and will be provided with tenders for assistance in the -
conduct of distant operations."64

With one fell swoop, Pratt had eliminated most of the strategic
and technical arguments in the controversy, and he did it without
surrendering a dollar of the Navy’s aviation budget to the Army. In
reality, all he had done was change names and assignments; the
only real movement was on paper. “From the standpoint of argu-
ment,” admitted General Simonds, “the Navy is better off than ever
but from the standpoint of efficiency, economy and duplication of
Army effort they are just where they were before.”65 The only argu-
ment left for the Army was that the long-range patrol planes to be
stationed at Coco Solo and Pearl Harbor were still shore based and
designed for a secondary purpose. These airplanes, Army officers
were quick to point out, were the most expensive military airplanes
yet developed. The cost per plane for those on order was estimated
from $98,545 to $101,537. For the price of one Navy long-range
patrol plane the Army calculated it could buy three pursuit planes,
or three attack planes, or one and one-half bombers. With the costs
of the Army Air Corps five-year plan cutting deeply into budgets of
other branches of the Army, it appeared to Army leaders that the
Navy should either find a more important Navy need for the money
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planned for the long-range patrol planes, a need related to the
Navy's primary purpose, or allow funds to be diverted to the Army
Air Corps five-year program.66

In a final effort to get a decision favorable to the Army, Secretary
Hurley again wrote President Hoover. “The recent step taken by the
Navy has corrected many of the features objectionable to the War
Department,” he remarked, “the retention, however, of the smallest
land-based force violates a principle which experience has proven
must remain in effect, and continues an unsound situation which
cannot but develop again into confusion and misunderstanding."67
To no avail, for on the same day that Hurley sent the letter, the
Bureau of Efficlency completed its investigation of the controversy
and filed its report which was most favorable to the Navy.68 For the
time being, the Army had lost its case.

On the afternoon of 7 January 1931, Gen Douglas MacArthur,
who had been appointed chief of staff less than two months before,
and who had been only slightly involved in the controversy, went to
Admiral Pratt’s office in the Navy Department and the two men dis-
cussed the aviation issue. Shortly thereafter, they announced what
would become known as the MacArthur-Pratt Agreement. It was
contained in a one-page memorandum, the critical passage of
which was two sentences: “The Naval Air Force will be based on the
fleet and move with it as an important element in solving the pri-
mary missions confronting the fleet. The Army Air Forces will be
land-based and employed as an essential element to the Army in
the performance of its mission to defend the coasts at home and in
our overseas possessions, thus assuring the fleet absolute freedom
of action without any responsibility for coast defense.”69

The MacArthur-Pratt Agreement was never more than an agree-
ment between the chief of staff and the chief of naval operations.
Pratt had made a personal commitment to spend Navy funds for air-
planes which could go to sea.70 This was in line with his belief that
the fleet should have maximum mobility and air striking power. It
served the purpose of defusing a controversy with the Army at a point
when the Navy was winning. Navy leaders had been clever, and they
had been lucky, for the Army thus far had failed to get the president
to enter the controversy on its side. This was significant since it was
well known in Washington that Secretary of War Hurley was one of
Hoover's favorites, whereas the president and Secretary Adams were
often not even on speaking terms. It was a wise move for the Navy to
get the aviation controversy back down from the presidential level.
That's what the MacArthur-Pratt Agreement did. The Navy resisted
repeated efforts by the Army to have the agreement incorporated into
“Joint Action of the Army and the Navy,” the policy statement for
Army and Navy coordination. In 1934, after Pratt was no longer chief
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of naval operations, the Navy repudiated the agreement. Neverthe-
less, while it was in effect, it was the basis for Army coastal defense,
including plans to develop the long-range bomber.

The war with the Navy was not over, but it was not long after that
the Army and its Air Corps had to face a far more ominous dilemma
than competition with the Navy: the Great Depression. The man wait-
ing in the soup line was indifferent to any military five-year plan.
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Chapter 4

The Great Depression

As the United States entered a new decade, the horizons of
American aviation were widening, but money was increasingly
becoming a problem. The airplane still fascinated the American
public. The Air Corps, though almost constantly in contention with
budget-conscious Army leaders and the competitive aviators of the
Navy, had enthusiastic supporters among the general public and in
Congress. But during the Great Depression, the Army had its
appropriations reduced almost in half. The 1930s were to be a drea-
ry decade for the Army, a time during which almost all thinking
would revolve around the budget. At every turn, Army leaders
seemed to face an almost impossible dilemma. The Depression com-
pounded the problem of coping with rapid developments in aviation
technology. If it had been possible, the Army’s leaders would have
put aside until better times the expensive burden of building an air
force. Even continuing the moderate Air Corps five-year expansion
program meant drastic reduction in other branches to pay the bill.

There seemed little that Army leaders could do to reduce the Air
Corps share of the budget. There were pressures to increase it
despite warnings that the Army was being unbalanced—that to
support the Air Corps, other branches had “gone to the limit in
making sacrifices and could sacrifice no more.”! At first there was
the threat from the Navy. If the Army did not continue to build up
its air forces, particularly those necessary to perform coastal
defense, the Navy might step in and take over that mission, and
with it virtually the entire peacetime budget for military aviation.
The MacArthur-Pratt Agreement that reserved coastal defense for
the Army removed this threat temporarily. Still, Army leaders could
not set aside the demands of the Air Corps, if only for this reason.
As the Great Depression spread and worldwide tensions increased,
the need to defend the nation’s coasts became more urgent. The
same was true of the Army’s need to stay abreast technically, if not
in size and strength, with modern armies of other powers.

Army leaders were in the frustrating position of being able nei-
ther to fulfill these needs nor ignore them. If they tried to meet
them, they risked crippling other elements of the Army. If they tried
to postpone them, they risked criticism from airpower enthusiasts.
At times when they were advising restraint in Air Corps growth, the
chief of staff and officers of the General Staff must have felt that
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their best allies on aviation issues were their political enemies, the
pacifists and supporters of disarmament.

Hoover Orders an Economic Survey
of the War Department

Even before the stock market crash of October 1929, President
Herbert Hoover had announced that the Army’s expenditures were
too high. In late July, he called his military advisers to his weekend
retreat on the Rapidan in Virginia. They were to make a survey of
military activities to see where the budget might be trimmed with-
out undermining national defense. General Summerall, the chief of
staff, supervised the General Staff's survey, warning corps area
commanders and the chiefs of branches and bureaus that the
General Staff would be looking for ways of “extensive reductions in
the cost of the Army in all or any of its components or activities.”
Among his instructions to the General Staff, he ordered evaluation
of the cavalry to see if it should not be replaced by motorization or
aviation. He directed a study of the relation of aviation to other
branches and a close look at the five-year program.2

The survey had hardly begun when rumor began that a huge
reduction was planned in military aviation. At the national air races
in Cleveland, Ohio, during the last week of August 1929, the story
was passed around that Hoover was planning to scrap the five-year
program. The rumor put aircraft manufacturers attending the races
in a near panic. The aviation industry in the next two years would
lose contracts totaling $100 million. The White House denied any
intention to scrap the program, but moderate reduction of the
budget was not ruled out and would likely be considered by the
General Staff in its survey.3

Brig Gen James E. Fechet, the chief of the Air Corps, along with
other service chiefs, was asked for his opinion, which proved not
altogether helpful. His answer was that aviation should not be cut
back but expanded. As for the five-year plan, he agreed it should be
scrapped—and replaced with a larger program.4

The final report of the survey was ready for the president on
Friday, 1 November 1929. It had been a gloomy week. On Tuesday,
29 October, the efforts of J. P. Morgan and other big bankers had
failed to stop the downward slide in the stock market. An avalanche
of sell orders triggered a massive liquidation that would last
through the first two weeks of November. If President Hoover
expected some good news from the survey of military expenditures
to offset bad news from Wall Street, he was disappointed. Several
days before the report was made, General Summerall had shown
his notes on the survey to the president and Secretary of War Good,
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so there were no surprises in the 175-page report prepared by War
Plans. With great logic, the report argued that the military estab-
lishment was already at bare minimum and the General Staff had
failed to find ways of “making extensive reductions” in the budget
without “manifest injury to the national defense.”s These arguments
were convincing; the Army’s appropriation for FY 1931 went
unscathed. For the Air Corps, the five-year plan would continue,
though without the upward revision Fechet wanted.

Reaffirmation of the five-year program was a concession by
General Summerall and the General Staff. It violated Summerall’s
theory of how to get maximum defense out of a limited peacetime
budget. He outlined the theory in the notes he showed President
Hoover. “In principle,” he said, “the peace organization should
insure a balanced nucleus for expansion to at least three times its
strength, and the components should be a minimum in the most
expensive and a maximum in the least expensive categories.”® The
Air Corps was an expensive branch and, according to Summerall’s
theory, should be at a minimum in peacetime, particularly since the
nation’s aircraft industry was strong enough to stand on its own
and capable of producing enough planes to expand the Air Corps in
an emergency. (Air Corps leaders would have debated this point
with Summerall, but there was no denying that the aircraft indus-
try had far greater capacity than in 1926, when the five-year pro-
gram was established.) Summerall did not advise scrapping the pro-
gram. Politically it would be foolish, since the airplane had captured
the popular imagination. He explained that the “Five-Year Program
is the product of a civilian board, and received the support of the
people and of Congress. It would not be wise for a revision down-
ward to be undertaken except by a similar agency.” Summerall sug-
gested that the Air Corps be allowed a separate budget “so that its
cost would be made clear to the Congress and the country.”? He was
trying to emphasize that there was far more to the cost of the Air
Corps than the mere purchase price of airplanes. Someone had to
pay for maintenance and motor pools, hangars and runways, all the
overhead associated with maintaining a squadron of airplanes. This
cost had often been borne by other branches of the Army and not
the Air Corps (fig. 1).

While neither the Army leadership nor air enthusiasts were sat-
isfied with the program, it was founded in law and during the
almost continuous budget battles of the first four years of the Great
Depression, it provided a convenient fallback position for both
sides. Summerall had shied away from asking for downward revi-

-sions because it was politically unwise. Air Corps leaders recog-
nized that it was not the time to press for legislative action. In late
January of 1930, in response to a request from Secretary of War

85



THE ARMY AND ITS AIR CORPS

1926 1927 1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 1933 1934
0

70

60

50

40

MILLIONS OF DOLLARS

30

20

10

TOTAL COST

INDIRECT COST
(PAID FROM OTHER
APPROPRIATIONS)

DIRECT COST
(PAID FROM AIR
CORPS APPROPRIATIONS)

CUT PROPOSED BY
BUDGET DIRECTOR
DOUGLAS IN MARCH

ISSUES FROM WAR SUPPLIES
AND WAR RESERVE

Figure 1. Cost of the Army Air Corps by Fiscal Years

Hurley for recommendations for revision of the five-year program,
General Fechet and a board of Air Corps officers declared the pro-
gram wholly inadequate but were prudently moderate in recom-
mendation for immediate change. They explained that the mini-
mum air force “capable of discouraging hostile attack” on the conti-
nental United States, Panama, and Hawaii was 3,100 airplanes,
1,300 more than the five-year goal of 1,800. Still more planes would
be needed if the Philippine Islands were also to have air defense.
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But a 3,100-plane program, if completed in four years, would cost
approximately $62 million annually. Realizing that such an
increase was unlikely considering Hoover’s views on economy in the
War Department, the general and his fellow officers suggested that
2,300 airplanes would be a first step toward a 3,100-plane force.
They explained that if the president could be induced to support the
2,300-plane program, it could be initiated with only minor legisla-
tive action. All that was needed was congressional acceptance of a
liberal interpretation of the existing law so that “obsolete aircraft
and aircraft undergoing major repairs at depots may be excluded
from the 1,800 serviceable airplanes authorized by the Air Corps
Act.”8 The Air Corps eventually got both the War Department and
Congress to accept in principle their interpretation of the law. It was
agreed that the 1,800 serviceable airplanes authorized in the five-
year program would include only aircraft available for duty.9 As the
economic and political situations developed in 1930 and 1931, how-
ever, it turned out to be an empty victory.

As the Depression deepened in the summer and autumn of 1930,
Hoover came under immense pressure to do something about it
before the November elections. With somber determination, he
drove himself to meet the pressure. His engineer training and his
belief in rugged individualism had conditioned him to believe that
with effort, self-sacrifice, and determination, one could overcome
almost any obstacle. He would sacrifice and work to the limit of his
endurance. All of it was to little avail, and as the months passed his
situation became desperate. An “ever-present feeling of gloom . . .
pervades everything connected with the Administration,” wrote
Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson, “I really never knew such
unenlivened occasions as our Cabinet meetings. . . . I don't remem-
ber that there has ever been a joke cracked in a single meeting of
the last year and a half, nothing but steady, serious grind. . . . How
I wish I could cheer up the poor old President.”10 '

With Hoover, balancing the budget became more and more an
imperative. Despite apparent acquiescence in the conclusions of the
survey of War Department expenditures of 1929, he told Hurley, in
late July 1930 that in this “time of depression,” minor administra-
tive savings in the War Department budget were not enough.
Spending on major programs would have to be deferred until “such
time as government revenues have recovered.” Hurley was to do an
immediate study to see what cuts could be made in funds already
appropriated for FY 1931. The General Staff suggested that $20 mil-
lion could be held back. The president was not satisfied. The feder-
al budget could not be balanced, he said, without a drastic reduc-
tion in current expenditure, and he ordered the War Department to
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limit expenditures for FY 1931 to $444,200,000, nearly $65 million
less than the amount Congress had appropriated.!1

The Air Corps was affected by the impoundment of funds and its
protests were immediate and loud. Assistant Secretary of War for
Air Davison wrote Col J. Clawson Roop, director of the Bureau of
the Budget, that holding back part of its appropriation would not
only undermine ability to perform its mission, but might cause
catastrophe in the aviation industry. The Bureau of the Budget had
set the Air Corps share of the reduced budget at $33,700,000. The
Air Corps argued that without at least $40 million, it could not meet
contracts already let. Finally, the Air Corps was allowed $36 million,
the extra $2 million from funds of other branches.12

All the while, General Summerall was preparing his final report
as chief of staff. Not surprisingly, his theme was the budget and the
need for a balanced Army. In strong terms, he restated the position
of the General Staff on aviation expenditures since the World War:

No element in our military forces is independent of the others, but each is
affected by the state of development of the others. . . . With our increase in avi-
ation there has been no parallel development of the related antiaircraft
defense. The state of development of all elements of our forces should be con-
sidered simultaneously, and our military policy in respect to the development
of our forces, whether in the way of expansion or reduction, should be
expressed in general projects extending over a period of years.13

Remembering the emotional scene back in 1925 when Mitchell
on the first day of his court-martial had been removed from the
court on grounds of “prejudice and bias,” airmen may have sus-
pected Summerall's rebuke of air enthusiasts. They may have
hoped for more sympathy for the Air Corps position from General
MacArthur, the new chief of staff, but they would not get it.
MacArthur strongly concurred in the conservative views of his pre-
decessor. For the next five years, he would fight for a balanced Army
and vigorously oppose congressional proponents of airpower.14 He
was concerned about protecting the personnel of the Army, espe-
cially the officer corps. He wrote, “An army can live on short rations;
it can be insufficiently clothed and housed; it can even be poorly
armed and equipped, but in action it is doomed to destruction with-
out trained and adequate leadership of officers.”15 Unbalanced
appropriations would not only favor one component, but it would
favor materiel over personnel in the case of the Air Corps.

MacArthur had been chief of staff only a few days when he made
his first appearance before the House Subcommittee on Military
Appropriations. In the War Department budget for FY 1932, which
the subcommittee was reviewing, the Air Corps had suffered a dou-
ble cut. Hurley had ordered Air Corps estimates reduced from
$56,900,000 to approximately $45,500,000. Then the Bureau of the
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Budget ordered a further cut of 50 percent in the annual aircraft
augmentation program under the five-year plan.16 MacArthur went
along, testifying that considering economic realities, the proposed
budget met minimum needs of the Army, adding that it was free
from “eccentricities of any individual or group”™a jab at airpower
enthusiasts who believed the budget did not meet minimum needs
of the Air Corps.17 MacArthur endorsed the General Staff's solution
of keeping up with technology, which was to use available funds for
research and development of models rather than attempt to provide
forces with the latest equipment. Speaking for the Air Corps,
Davison disagreed with that solution. The Air Corps would not be
satisfied with advanced test models while its squadrons were
equipped with obsolete aircraft. It was Air Corps policy, he said, to
use its funds to buy the best airplanes available. He and Fechet
argued vigorously for increasing procurement of aircraft, especially
bombers. Congress, however, dominated by Republicans (some had
lost in the 1930 elections, but their Democratic successors would
not be seated until December 1930), approved Hoover's economy
measures and was not of a mind to increase appropriation for air-
craft.

Even so, the Air Corps fared better than the rest of the Army.
With half the final increment of its five-year plan funded, there
would be an increase in size of the Air Corps. Though other branch-
es would suffer, such comparisons made little impression on air
enthusiasts.

“Just Hog-tied a Mississippi Cracker”

When Congress met in December 1930, the budget was a top pri-
ority for every member. Eight months earlier, during one of his
“working weekends,” President Hoover had met with political advis-
ers to prepare for the budget hearings. As he had done before and
since the “economic survey” of the War Department in 1929, Hoover
insisted that continuing US Treasury deficits made military
retrenchment imperative. He told Hurley, MacArthur, and their
aides to study the problem; and while they did, he “went off under
a tree to write a speech,” for Hoover was not a man to waste time
waiting on others.18

As reports of the meeting were made public, it became clear that
the conferees had decided the Army could stand neither a reduction
in personnel nor in funds for training. Still, there were areas that
could be cut.19 It was announced to the press that 20 to 30 unnec-
essary Army posts would be abandoned, and though not included
in the announcement, curtailment of funds for the Chemical Warfare
Service and the Air Corps was apparently under consideration.
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Newsmen were probably right in suspecting the latter, because
three days after the weekend conference, Hoover sent a letter to the
secretaries of war and Navy directing them to review the whole mat-
ter of air defense for possible savings. He said,

As you are aware, I have been giving thought to the subject of national defense
in directions that might improve efficiency and at the same time bring about
imperative economies. . . . Our Army has been reduced greatly and the princi-
ples of limitation of naval armaments have been extended to cover all types of
naval craft. Yet there seems considerable tendency to further expand the air
components of the two services and perhaps to regard them as exempt from
application of these principles. If our air strength is out of proportion to our
other forces, this . . . is not an efficient way of organizing our defense.20

Army leaders were eager to abide by the president’s instruction.
Not only had he endorsed the idea that other Army needs might be
more pressing than those of the Air Corps, but according to Hurley's
interpretation of the letter, Hoover had ordered the Army and Navy
to make a joint study of aviation needs in order to coordinate their
budget requests.2! Army leaders had favored joint funding of avia-
tion programs since 1924, when Secretary Weeks had tried to get
the Navy to coordinate its aviation expansion plan with the Army
plan proposed by the Lassiter Board. Joint funding would make it
more likely that appropriations for aviation would be distributed to
the Army and Navy at a ratio of 18 to 10, the same as the ratio of
airplane strengths authorized by the respective five-year programs,
rather than 18 to 14 which the Army claimed had been the average
ratio of aviation appropriations for the Army and Navy since 1926.22

The issue caused a minor dispute between the two services,
threatening to revive the Army-Navy controversy which the
MacArthur-Pratt Agreement had supposedly put to rest only four
months earlier. Having done quite well before appropriations com-
mittees on their own, Navy leaders were no more anxious in 1931
than in 1924 to tie their aviation program to the Army’s program.
Both secretaries referred the matter to the Joint Board as President
Hoover had suggested, and the Joint Board directed its Joint
Planning Committee to study and report on peacetime requirements
of the Army and Navy. Hurley hoped the committee’s report would
determine the “total air strength needed by the United States for
aerial defense and the relative proportions in that total strength
allocated to the Army and to the Navy.”23 Upon his direction,
MacArthur told the Army members of the Joint Planning Committee
to be prepared “to discuss the subject along the broadest lines."24
Admiral Pratt gave different instructions to the Navy members. They
were told to keep the study narrow, to insist upon limiting consid-
eration of Navy aviation to naval officers and Army aviation to Army
officers. Pratt’s instructions were obeyed to the letter, with the
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result that the committee’s report covered no new ground and was
little more than a restatement of the five-year plans.25
MacArthur denounced the report as “utterly lacking in respon-
siveness to the directive from the President.” It was clearly the pres-
ident’s intent, he argued, that the “Joint Board would consider the
whole matter of air defense from the broad viewpoint of the nation-
al defense as a whole.” The Navy had blocked the president’s
instruction, and MacArthur challenged Pratt to explain.26 Pratt’s
position was weak, and he knew it, so he prudently retreated. “I am
willing to broaden the scope of the inquiry,” he told MacArthur.27
But he was clever and his concession was more apparent than real.
As MacArthur complained later, the broadened inquiry was quali-
fied “with such restrictions as to insure a report of no more useful-
ness than the one which the Army members reject.”28 If there was
to be a study of the sort MacArthur and Hurley wanted, it would
have to be done by the Army. This had been apparent almost from
the day President Hoover ordered the study. Not to be caught short,
General Simonds in War Plans had been working on just such a
study. Though he had been holding up the study checking and
revising figures, the study was available to MacArthur even before
he challenged Pratt to “broaden the inquiry.”29 Perhaps MacArthur
was giving the Navy one last chance to cooperate. At any rate, the
Navy did not cooperate, and MacArthur sent a copy of the study on
14 August to Hurley and also one to Colonel Roop at the Bureau of
the Budget.30
The Simonds study made clear the General Staff's position on the
Air Corps budget. Reviewing the world situation and comparing
American air strength with that of leading foreign powers, Simonds
and his war planners concluded that the ide